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“No event in American history is more misunderstood than the Vietnam War. It was 
misreported then, and it is misremembered now. Rarely have so many people been so 
wrong about so much. Never have the consequences of their misunderstanding been so 
tragic.” -Richard Nixon, No More Vietnams (1985) 
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LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL: 
REPRESENTING WAR IN KEN BURNS AND LYNN NOVICK’S 
THE VIETNAM WAR 
PAPOJ AKSHARANUGRAHA 
ABSTRACT 
 The aim of this study is to determine the objectivity of Ken Burns and Lynn 
Novick’s The Vietnam War (2017) 10-parter series in comparison to past Vietnam 
documentaries such as Emile de Antonio’s In the Year of the Pig (1968) and Peter Davis’ 
Hearts and Minds (1974). In doing so, this study observes Burns and Novick’s 
approaches in stylistic editing and the omission of certain narratives of the war, along 
with what such choices suggest of the political stances assumed by the series and its 
predecessors. Through each chapter, the study observes: the caustic portrayal of leaders, 
from their decisions to enter into and prosecute war and the effects of these decisions that 
remain after their leadership has ended; the way the series empathizes with first-hand 
veteran accounts through visual reconstruction; and the acknowledgement of the media as 
ever-present in the representation of the public and the war. The relation between each 
chapter’s focus is related to the way audiences connect with the war, whether through 
documented history, public opinion, and/or personal experiences. The study concludes 
that while the series maintains its objectivity to an extent, it gives a decidedly American 
perspective of the war.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The inspiration for this study first originated during the Spring of 2017, from a 
class lecture about the portrayal of morality in Vietnam War narrative films. Somewhere 
along the way, my study’s focus shifted from narrative to documentary films, and that 
was when I learned about an upcoming documentary miniseries The Vietnam War (2017) 
created by Ken Burns and Lynn Novick. Up until then, I had only seen the two staples of 
the Vietnam War documentaries: Emile de Antonio’s In the Year of the Pig (1968) and 
Peter Davis’ Hearts and Minds (1974). From here, the idea evolved from the portrayal of 
morality in war films to the representation of war itself. 
At the time, I was not familiar with Burns’ work, but I learned through others that 
he is a household name with a filmography focusing on various aspects of the Americana 
culture. Burns’ previous subjects include the American Civil War (The Civil War, 1990) 
and the Second World War (The War, 2007), and the Vietnam War was his latest 
exploration of American history, taking ten years to make.  
It has been 40 years since the U.S. withdrew from Vietnam in 1973, and 50 years 
since the first waves of Vietnam War documentaries. Burns and Novick started this 
project back in 2007, some time after finishing their Second World War documentary 
miniseries The War. According to the filmmakers, enough time has passed since the war, 
making it appropriate to look back at it with a more objective perspective from the older 
generation. Burns and Novick believe that through their series, each side can find 
reconciliation with each other and a new understanding of what happened from their 
respective perspectives.  
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The series first aired on September 17, 2017 on the Public Broadcasting Service 
(PBS) network, with each episode made available for a limited time on its website’s 
streaming service, shortly after its initial television broadcast and then its eventual reruns. 
According to PBS’ press release from October 13, 2017, the series garnered 11.9 million 
unique viewers (“Premiere Episode of Ken Burns”) for its first episode, while a press 
release from April 12, 2018 accumulated around 39 million viewers (“Ken Burns and 
Lynn Novick's THE VIETNAM WAR Seen by 39 Million Viewers”) from 88 countries. 
For ten consecutive nights, the audiences tuned in to relive the experience of the nightly 
news and witness the nation slowly tearing itself apart with each installment. 
There are critics like Robert Lloyd of the Los Angeles Times who commended 
Burns and Novick’s series for its cast of interviewees and narrative progression while 
pointing out that the series’ shortcomings were not unexpected. He cites the series’ 
ambitious task of touching on every perspective of the war as a huge undertaking to begin 
with. Others felt differently. Political activist and historian Jeremy Kuzmarov of The 
Huffington Post, for example, felt that the series overlooked certain facts due to “empire 
denial” or brushing off the complex details behind events and simplifying them to a more 
subjective narrative. He also insisted that the series’ conclusion ignores the fact that U.S. 
has involved itself in other wars since Vietnam. 
Two of my colleagues, who both have Vietnamese relatives, received warnings 
from family and friends to not watch the series because, according to them, it “is 
misleading, makes South Vietnam seem incompetent and rewrites history in an American 
perspective.” Tatiana Sanchez of The Mercury News reported a similar incident from one 
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Vietnamese veteran who warned friends and family against the series: “Any documentary 
should be fair and should tell the truth to the people.” (Sanchez 6). I have personally sat 
through the series on three separate occasions, each time with different colleagues. One 
of them, an American veteran who did two tours during the Iraq War, felt that the omitted 
narratives encourage audiences toward conducting their own research to learn more. He 
added, however, that the series was too lenient with the American perspective, being 
made for American audiences more than Vietnamese. 
In the chapter “The Documentary Image” from Gilberto Perez’s book The 
Material Ghost: Films and their Medium, he mentions the “aura of truth” of having 
newscasts shooting on location and how being in the moment or putting oneself in that 
very place lends a status of truthfulness to not only the camera but the newscaster as well 
(29). But Perez warns, however, that the camera is not responsible for what truth the 
filmmakers show on the screen; it is the filmmakers who decide how or what that truth is 
represented (30). In respect, Perez then notes the person in front of the camera is still 
“capable of bias or falsehood” (29), and that the efforts to shoot on location is superficial 
at best; in his words, the audience forgets the construction behind the construction of the 
objecting or setting, as the camera “deceives us, by its very directness, whenever its 
depictions seem so immediate that we take them as reality plain and simple” (30). And in 
documentaries, audiences generally expect the filmmakers to have authority over the 
facts they went lengths to procure for the audience. Especially when it comes to war 
documentaries, it seems more difficult to really validate that concept of “truth” in 
representation without considering historical and personal factors. The audience trusts 
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Davis to give a fair representation of the war in Hearts and Minds, or that former 
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara can represent himself objectively in Errol 
Morris’s The Fog of War (2003). The audience, too, holds Ken Burns and Lynn Novick 
accountable for not only the truthfulness of the documentary but also their verdict of the 
war. The notion behind this is that even if documentaries set out to tell the audiences a 
truth, the filmmakers come off as biased or the truth itself has so many turns that the 
filmmakers resort to insisting that the audiences make their own judgement. This is why 
Christian Metz argues that a documentary film is non-existent (Perez 31) because every 
film is in one way or another a work of fiction by its construction. 
If the audience looks at Alain Resnais’ Nuit et brouillard (Night and Fog, 1955), 
with its poetic narration and its near-experimental editing style, they see its minor 
semblances to Resnais’ other work, Hiroshima mon amour (1960) much more than they 
see a resemblance to the cinéma vérité style seen in Jean Rouch’s Chronique d'un été 
(Chronicle of a Summer, 1961). It makes the audience wonder if its structure is more of 
an experimental film with a historical context than a historical documentary film with an 
experimental style. If Alain Resnais wanted Nuit et brouillard to resemble Leni 
Riefenstahl’s Triumph des Willens (Triumph of the Will, 1935), he certainly could have 
used a similar approach. Perez noted Riefenstahl’s film as an example of documentary 
and propaganda being synonymous with each, as she insists what appears in her film are 
“just the facts as the camera registered them” (30), dismissing the possibility that the 
reality the camera captures can be constructed. 
This study does not aim to validate the truth or claims made within the Burns and 
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Novick miniseries; the series is not trying to prove who was right or wrong in history. 
Rather, the case study’s objective is to examine how Burns and Novick uses their editing 
style and other techniques to present a narrative to their audiences, while also taking into 
consideration how those techniques have evolved from Burns’ previous subjects and past 
documentaries on the Vietnam War. Second, from this analysis, there is an interest to see 
how the filmmakers balanced the representation of war from its three different sides, and 
to look at the shortcomings of doing so. 
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CHAPTER ONE: LEADERS AND PUBLIC VIEWS 
The first episode of Ken Burns and Lynn Novick’s The Vietnam War introduces the 
audience to the history of Vietnam from its French colonial era at the turn of the 19th 
century to the First Indochina War (1946-1954). Its focus onwards is on the Vietnam War 
(also known as the Second Indochina War) from 1955 to 1975. Much of the narrative 
progresses alongside the increasing involvement of the U.S. in Vietnam. Half of this 
narrative observes the legacy of three American presidents (Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon) 
and how they dealt with the perceived growing threat of Communism in Vietnam and the 
escalation of the war itself. While the series ventures deeper into the Vietnamese side of 
the narrative than do other similar documentaries, it does so usually when the 
development coincides with U.S. skirmishes. What the audience knows from the 
Vietnamese narrative is still relatively superficial and the series unfortunately simplifies 
the portrayal of leaders from both South and North Vietnam, as much of the focus is from 
an American perspective despite minor subversions. The Burns and Novick series, like 
other related documentaries, attempts to understand the rationale behind government 
officials lying to the public, and the impact of this on support for the war.  After all, each 
leader’s public view regarding the war reflects the public’s own confidence in the war 
and their leadership. The series also explores the private views of the leaders and having 
to cope with making decisions against their better judgement. Whether sentimental or 
critical, the public’s view influences the perspectives of leaders and their roles in the war, 
likewise reflecting how the public remembers them post-war. This is no less true of how 
John F. Kennedy’s youthful presidency has been romanticized.  
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In Part 2 “Riding the Tiger” (1961-1963), the episode re-introduces Kennedy as 
president through his televised inaugural speech accompanied by Miles Davis’ upbeat 
jazz instrumental “So What.” The audience hears the more recognizable part of his 
speech (“Let the word go forth...that the torch has been passed to a new generation of 
Americans...”), emphasizing his presidency as a new era for America. The televised 
appearance shows him as a younger president (at age 43) in comparison to his 
predecessor Dwight D. Eisenhower, who was already 62 when he became president back 
in 1953. Through this speech, Kennedy embodies a younger president full of vigor and 
ambition, especially action in his words. His presidency, then, signals a new beginning 
for America, where the country’s fate lies in the hands of the young. 
This was not the first time Kennedy used television to galvanize the nation in his 
favor. Previously in 1960, Kennedy successfully defended himself against Nixon on a 
televised political debate. This gain can be attributed to Kennedy’s well-rested, healthy 
appearance in comparison to Nixon who, at the time, was still recovering from a knee 
infection and did not put emphasis on looking attractive for the camera. According to 
Mark White in “Apparent Perfection: The Image of John F. Kennedy”, Nixon showed up 
frail and unshaven, which overshadowed his more “more resonant and sonorous” voice in 
the debate (231-2), stating that radio listeners heard an “evenly matched” (231) debate 
whereas “Kennedy had triumphed” (231) on television with his image. According to a 
chart from the Gallup website, with regard to the polls conducted for the first three 
debates (Saad), Kennedy received a slight boost (3%) in popularity by the third debate, 
which won him the presidency by a margin. Burns and Novick acknowledges television’s 
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impact on Kennedy’s appearance by introducing Kennedy (as president) through the very 
media that helped him become president. 
Interviewee Jack Todd voices over Kennedy’s speech during Part 2’s 
introduction, mentioning the then-newly-elected president as an inspiration to the idea of 
a “heroic America,” as a nation built on the promises of bold new leadership: “I was sure 
that we were right to be in Vietnam. You know, because it started under Kennedy and, to 
me, JFK was God.” As he says this, the audience sees what appears to be a photo of a 
group of Vietnamese women and children being guided by a soldier to safety, envisioning 
that heroism in the U.S. involvement of Vietnam. Todd’s voice-over cuts off Kennedy’s 
speech at an interesting part; it is right before the line “and unwilling to witness or permit 
the slow undoing of those human rights to which this nation has always been committed,” 
which seems reflective of the escalation of U.S. involvement under Kennedy’s 
presidency and problems soon to follow throughout the war. 
In the same segment as his speech, the audience sees Kennedy in a photograph, 
sporting a top hat and leading a crowd presumably to his inauguration. In combination 
with Miles Davis’ song, Kennedy’s appearance here conveys the “bold, new leadership” 
promised under him, embodying prosperity and big social changes to come. With relation 
to Todd’s statement earlier, there is a strong association between the representation of 
war as a just cause in correlation with the incumbent president’s confident image. Under 
Kennedy's galvanizing anti-Communism, the nation found confidence in American-
centric views of being “the best country in the world, the best democracy” and, to an 
extent, a savior complex in helping Vietnam. White describes the Kennedy years as what 
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many Americans believed was a picturesque time and “a signpost to a better future than 
the path followed by his presidential successors,” (243) no doubt attributed to Kennedy 
having a lesser role in escalating the war in comparison to his two successors, Johnson 
and Nixon. 
Appropriately enough in Part 1 “Déjá Vu” (1858-1961), the audience sees a 
younger then-Senator Kennedy in 1954 voicing his lack of confidence in U.S. 
involvement, having at the time visited South Vietnam. Once he got into office, of 
course, this changed under the pressures of public criticism and Communist rivalry. In 
Part 2 of the series, not too long after the segment on his inauguration, Kennedy comes 
under criticism for failing to live up to expectations as a worthy foe of Communism. 
Narrator Peter Coyote lists off events from 1961-1962 pertaining to Kennedy's early 
months in office as a less than stellar series of actions against Soviet power:  
He approved a CIA-sponsored invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs that ended in 
 disaster. He felt he'd been bullied by Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, He was 
 unable to keep the Soviets from building the Berlin Wall. And in Southeast Asia, 
 he refused to intervene against a Communist insurrection in Laos [emphasis 
 added]. 
 
In quick succession, narrator Coyote not only lists off milestones under Kennedy's 
presidency but places each event in Kennedy's perspective as a president who is, in the 
words of the series, "immature, indecisive, inadequate to the task of combating what 
seemed to be a mounting Communist threat." The audience sees a photograph of 
Kennedy with his back turned from the camera and leaning over his desk in what looks 
like contemplative frustration. The next photograph, using the pan-and-zoom Ken Burns 
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effect1 for visual emphasis, gets up close to Kennedy's face in a thinking pose and 
figuratively gets into his head. As a proxy for the public, the camera appears to ask 
Kennedy what his next move is, honing its expectations on him. As a result of this 
pressure, Kennedy seems compelled to act in South Vietnam: “he was deeply aware of 
the fact that this place was in fact X thousand miles away in terms both of American 
interest and American politics” (Ward location 2860). In this instance, Kennedy appears 
to be visually pressured into reluctantly making hawkish decisions. In a later segment of 
the same episode, a reporter asks Kennedy to confirm allegations from the Republican 
National Committee that he had been less than truthful with the public about the nature of 
U.S. involvement in Vietnam, to which Kennedy mentions twice that military advisers 
being sent over are not there for combat (“We have not sent combat troops there”) but for 
foreign aid. In other words, Kennedy denies the deepening of American involvement as 
anything but an escalation towards war, though he was pressured into it after a series of 
failed actions against Communism. 
Kennedy’s speech at the beginning of the Part 1 has an ironic echo in its meaning 
here. Its mention of leaders foolish enough to seek power for personal reasons would end 
up inside the tiger (meaning there would be consequences) appears as a foreboding 
allusion to increasing U.S. involvement and its escalation up until Nixon. It also alludes 
to Kennedy’s own decision to fulfill the expectations of fighting Communism in order to 
																																																								
1 The “Ken Burns effect” is a recurring technique in Burns’ documentaries. He uses a pan-and-zoom 
technique to guide viewers to a point of interest or minute detail on a still photograph. The technique 
also makes the photograph appear animated in order to keep audiences engaged. In this context, the 
technique draws attention to President Kennedy’s facial expression and makes the audiences “feel” the 
emotional burden he carries. 
		
11 
stay in office. Pete Davis' Hearts and Minds (1974) and Emile de Antonio's In the Year of 
the Pig (1968) include many segments in their documentaries that agree the U.S. had no 
business in a Vietnamese civil war. In Hearts and Minds, former political adviser Clark 
Clifford admits on two occasions that the U.S. made a mistake in entering the war. At one 
point, he admits to the false pretense of the domino principle and that the U.S. should not 
have become involved. A footage of a crowd of demonstrators interrupts him with 
applause as though approving the confession of a politician. 
Following his interview with Walter Cronkite, the episode cuts to a new segment 
where Kennedy and his advisors contemplate what to do with Diem’s regime. The 
camera zooms out from Kennedy’s headshot to reveal him standing between Secretary of 
Defense Robert McNamara and General Maxwell Taylor. Kennedy appears to be visually 
pressured by those around him with different solutions to South Vietnamese president 
Ngo Dinh Diem’s increasingly unpopular regime. Once again, circumstances force 
Kennedy to make a hard decision, no less one that involves tampering with what should 
be South Vietnam’s sovereign problem. In a photograph, very similar to the one from the 
beginning of Part 2, the audience sees Kennedy in a close-up shot in a contemplative pose 
as Coyote narrates on behalf of the President as he decides to make the call: “My God, 
my administration is coming apart.” In the concluding segment, following the 1963 South 
Vietnamese coup, the audience sees Kennedy moping in the Oval Office in response to 
the celebration in South Vietnam over the death of Diem’s regime. This marks the first 
time in the series the audience hears White House tape recordings, hearing President 
Kennedy expressing open regret over the coup, feeling Diem’s blood on his hands. The 
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phrases “we must bear a good deal of responsibility” and “I should not have given my 
consent.” appear and fade over a close-up photo of Kennedy, expressing his guilt over 
Diem’s death. Narrator Coyote abruptly announces the death of President Kennedy after 
his recorded confession. Kennedy’s unanswered question of uncertain stability for South 
Vietnam post-Diem prophesied its unending search for a fair government and serves as 
the growing signs of Kennedy’s lack of confidence in Vietnam: 
Did Kennedy become more encouraged about the war in 1962 and 1963, more 
confident that it could be won with the new measures? Hardly. If anything, he 
grew increasingly wary during his final year of life, hinting to aides in the final 
months that he wanted to withdraw from Vietnam following his reelection in 
1964. (Ward location 2797) 
 
Kennedy’s death brought “a sense of what might have been” for Americans, had he not 
been killed (White 242). If anything, by concluding their study of Kennedy’s legacy on 
an unanswered question, Burns and Novick portray him as a visionary who might have 
avoided escalation in Vietnam, had he lived to make such a decision. As White puts it: 
“Americans looked back at the Kennedy presidency nostalgically in a way that allowed 
them to imagine a post-1963 America with no Vietnam War, no Watergate, no loss of 
national self-confidence” (243). Despite the nostalgic view of Kennedy in the years 
following his assassination, that historical moment was marked by confusion and 
uncertainty as Lyndon Baines Johnson entered into the presidency and stewardship of the 
war.  
Following Kennedy’s assassination at the end of Part 1, narrator Coyote explains 
to the audience that the lives of American advisors in South Vietnam rest in Johnson’s 
hands. The somber, anxious piano soundtrack leading up to Kennedy’s assassination 
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devolves immediately into heavily distorted rock music at the utterance of Johnson's 
name. The series here acknowledges Kennedy's death as the floodgate to full U.S. 
involvement and Johnson's swearing-in as the force ultimately ushering Americans into 
Vietnam - an era of confusion and grievances. The images entailing Johnson’s swearing 
in to presidency include footage of aerial bombing and photos of Vietnamese held at 
point blank by guns and knives. This sequence makes it clear, without a doubt, that 
Johnson’s presidency brought the war in full force. 
In Part 3 “The River Styx” (January 1964-December 1965), the audience sees a 
photograph of Johnson looking up to a portrait of Franklin D. Roosevelt within the White 
House. Coyote explains that Johnson looks up (in this segment, figuratively and literally) 
to Roosevelt as a symbol of inspiration and perhaps a nostalgic hark back to a past era. 
But at the same time, there is heavy implication that with such ambitions, Johnson is 
under heavy pressure following his sudden rise to presidency. It is this implication that 
the audience sees Johnson as a tragic figure with a vision for America, but with his own 
legacy sadly overshadowed by the Vietnam War. In this way, Burns and Novick show the 
difficult position Johnson was in at the time of Kennedy’s death and momentarily 
sympathize with him. The series interestingly makes a very brief mention of Johnson’s 
domestic policies2, contrarily putting it aside to focus instead on the decisions made 
regarding Vietnam. Even in a documentary made decades after the war, the narrative still 
																																																								
2 According to the documentary, "During his years in the White House, he would lead the struggle to 
win passage of more than 200 important pieces of legislation--the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965, federal aid to education, Head Start, Medicare, and a whole series of bills aimed 
at ending poverty in America, all intended to create what he called ‘The Great Society’." 
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places its emphasis on the war as the defining factor in the representation of a presidency. 
The narrative here appropriately overshadows Johnson’s “Great Society” in favor of his 
unconfident foreign policy as it historically occurred. In turn, Burns and Novick's lack of 
attention towards domestic policies hurts its attempts to understand the leaders’ other 
contributions as being as meaningful to the audience as their decisions in war.  
In a segment from Part 3, the audience sees General Westmoreland posing in front 
of missiles, one leg kneeling on sandbags in a conqueror-like pose. This codes him as the 
one in favor of escalating the war. In another photo, Ambassador Taylor has a hand on 
his chin, standing in front of Westmoreland with a pensive look on his face. This portrays 
him as thoughtful and reflects how he was having second thoughts about the war and 
objected to committing more ground troops. Johnson, meanwhile, is leaning on the desk 
with a hand over his head. Johnson is caught between the opinions of two decisions like 
Kennedy in a previous segment. President Johnson and his aides mirrors the same images 
of Kennedy and his advisers during the 1963 South Vietnamese coup. They sit around 
with their heads in hands, visibly stressed out by the circumstances. Johnson, especially, 
looks overburdened, his facial expression lacking confidence. In each shot, the camera 
pans towards him; the weight of his decision matters immensely, “I feel like a jackass 
caught in a Texas hailstorm. I can’t run, I can’t hide, and I can’t make it stop.” he said. A 
photo of a grimacing Johnson on the phone marks the official deployment of U.S. ground 
troops in Vietnam on March 1965, signaling regret and reluctance in his decision of 
knowing the consequences. Johnson's decision to allow American ground troops into 
Vietnam is set to the tune of Johnny Wright's “Hello Vietnam.” The song sings support 
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for the war and insists that Americans do their duty and fight back Communism to 
prevent Vietnam from falling to the domino theory. While the song itself is a pro-war 
song, its placement here with a reluctant Johnson seems like the president galvanizing the 
troops to fight the unwinnable war, knowing well the consequences. 
In another segment, the audience sees American soldiers escorting Vietnamese 
men away from a location. This is interrupted by an excerpt from President Johnson's 
"Peace without Conquest" speech (April 17, 1965), where he talks about keeping 
promises of defending South Vietnam's independence, and why the presence of American 
troops was necessary. The audience sees a family of three, watching Johnson's speech in 
their living room ("...to calm American fears of a wider war."); the father has a stern look 
on his face as he watches on. The speech is a false reassurance for the American public 
and the footage superimposed onto Johnson's speech says that U.S. involvement ran 
deeper than Johnson explains. In the middle of the segment, the audience sees U.S. 
marines going through the jungle as Johnson utters the lines "This is not a change of 
purpose. It is a change in what we believe that purpose requires." Coyote points out 
quickly that "Nothing was said about the new orders sending Marines directly into 
combat." The superimposition of the Mekong River and his description of its vast 
resource in relation to a "massive development program" seems ominous, as though a 
visual statement of American imperialism: "The vast Mekong River can provide food and 
water and power on a scale to dwarf even our own TVA," Johnson states during his 
speech.  
In another instance from the same segment, the audience hears the sound of 
		
16 
gunfire over scenes of abandoned villages. Lt. Philip Brady remembers tuning in to 
Johnson's speech while under fire on the battlefield ("...will use our power with restraint 
and with all the wisdom"). He describes calling in napalm strikes while listening to 
Johnson’s speech about peace on his transistor radio as "surreal.” This whole segment 
makes it clear that Johnson was lying to the public about maintaining peace, at the risk of 
more American lives. 
In Part 5 “This Is What We Do” (July 1967-December 1967), the audience sees 
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara sitting alone in a conference room while narrator 
Coyote narrates about McNamara writing to Johnson to implore for an end to the war. 
The series depicts McNamara as the only one in the office who cares about America 
being too involved in the war, despite his initial optimism. In the next shot, the camera 
zooms in on a photograph of McNamara peeking out from a window, closely followed by 
Coyote's narration of McNamara's relocation to president of the World Bank. The 
photograph’s claustrophobic framing of McNamara looking on from a building now 
appears to be a visual imprisonment of the former Secretary of Defense, hopeless to 
disclose his lack of faith in the war and its mounting casualties by Johnson's orders. The 
series visualizes McNamara as a voice of reason during his term under Johnson’s 
leadership, now exiled from the Pentagon. Johnson would ironically find himself in the 
same situation the next year. 
On March 31 of 1968, election year, President Johnson appears on three networks 
to announce his plans to stop the bombings of Hanoi and Haiphong (“peace in Vietnam 
and Southeast Asia”) in the hopes of a negotiation with North Vietnam. The audience 
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then sees a photograph, taken from behind, of a man sitting in front of the television set, 
watching Johnson’s address on television, visually placing the series’ audience in the 
mind of 1968 audiences. There is a pause in narration as the focus shifts closer to the 
television screen, slowly zooming in on Johnson (past the screen borders) as he explains 
his intent to not run for a second term. The lack of music adds to the unexpected 
statement from Johnson that is met with the series’ perplexed reaction that neither 
celebrates nor scrutinizes him for his decision. By 1968, Johnson was eager to end the 
war in Vietnam and arranged peace talks with South Vietnamese President Thieu. 
Unfortunately, his successor did not see it his way. 
The announcement of Johnson’s death comes suddenly in Part 9 “A Disrespectful 
Loyalty” (May 1970-March 1973), shortly after a segment on the outcome of the Paris 
Peace Accords in 1973 where President Nguyen Van Thieu agrees to trust Nixon to 
protect and provide for South Vietnam. The camera zooms in on Nixon in a photograph 
between him and President Thieu and superimposes as though the audience enters 
Nixon’s mind. The scene fades to an aerial shot of Texas Hill Country, where narrator 
Coyote announces former president Lyndon B. Johnson’s death. The superimposition of 
the Paris Peace Accords to Johnson’s ranch appear to allude to Johnson’s early attempts 
in 1968 to end the war much sooner. To add insult to injury, Thieu agrees to sign while 
remarking that, “[Nixon] is an honest man and I am going to trust him.” It seems like 
terrible irony that the one who sabotaged his attempts at peace talks became the one 
demanding an agreement through peace, and that Johnson’s own credibility was largely 
overshadowed by the war. In Part 3, his vice president, Hubert Humphrey, predicted the 
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effects of escalating the war, warning him that it would “undercut the Great Society, 
damage America’s image overseas, and end any hope of improving relations with the 
Soviet Union.” Of course, Richard Nixon would play his own role in overshadowing 
Johnson’s legacy when he entered the presidency.  
The Burns and Novick series first introduces Richard Nixon in Part 7 “The 
Veneer of Civilization” (June 1968-May 1969), wherein he receives his nomination by 
the GOP to run for president. Unlike Kennedy’s introduction, the series follows Nixon 
from the humble beginnings of his political career to his Republican nomination in 1968. 
In the following sequence, Simon & Garfunkel's cover of Davy Graham's instrumental 
“Anji” (not to be confused with The Rolling Stones’ “Angie”) plays very faintly in the 
background as the series follows Nixon’s political career and Coyote’s narration: a staged 
photo of Nixon at HUAC (“best known for his fierce anti-Communism,”); Nixon beside 
Eisenhower (“served eight years as Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president”); finally, tally 
board numbers scattered over Nixon and Kennedy’s photo on a table  (“narrowly lost the 
presidential race to John Kennedy in 1960”). The audience then sees a picture of Nixon 
walking down a road alone, his back turned from the camera. Unlike the many instances 
of period music throughout the series, the song in this segment offers no clear lyrical 
meaning to Nixon’s presidential nomination. An interpretation insists that the song’s 
combined folk and blues sound gives the introduction of Nixon being akin to a ballad of 
an underdog politician. Appropriately enough, a photograph in the next shot shows Nixon 
doing his trademark two-handed peace sign, looking significantly smaller in comparison 
to a waving American flag in the foreground. The shot here signals his political 
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comeback but that, at the same time, he would be faced with enormous responsibilities 
and promises to keep. If anything, this interpretation also reflects Nixon’s inheriting 
Johnson’s legacy and significant responsibilities; as Burns and Novick’s documentary 
series observes: “Nixon made the case for himself as the man who could bring a fractured 
America together and bring an honorable end to the war.” 
Emile de Antonio's Millhouse: A White Comedy (1971) focuses on Nixon's 
political rise to presidency, from his role in the Alger Hiss case up until his inaugural ball 
in 1969. The Alger Hiss case, in which Nixon successfully helps convict government 
official Alger Hiss as a Communist spy, is meant to be the turning point of Nixon’s 
political career, but Antonio sees the absurdity of Nixon’s role. He makes this evident by 
the inclusion of a narrator proclaiming the case as “the great espionage drama of 1948.” 
De Antonio to convey to the audience that Nixon’s acts of selfless heroism (albeit a very 
political one) and even his displays of sentimentality paint him in the manner similar to 
an actor performing a character.  
De Antonio appears to ridicule Nixon’s self-characterization as a sentimental 
person in politics as being akin to a Hollywood protagonist. When de Antonio announces 
Nixon as “The President of the United States of America,” the camera cuts to a wax 
figure of Nixon instead, followed by “Hail to the Chief” playing in the background. This 
is similar an instance in his other film, In the Year of the Pig (1968) where he uses “La 
Marseillaise” in a mocking fashion to the French colonizers. In another instance, de 
Antonio shows the entirety of Nixon’s 1952 “Checkers” speech, where Nixon discloses 
his financial expenses to the public while mentioning his family’s modest fortunes such 
		
20 
as owning an old car, holding no stocks or bonds, his wife having no mink coats, and an 
intention to give back all but one political gift—a dog named Checkers. Similar to 
Kennedy’s use of television to promote his physical image, Nixon used the same media 
to gain support from the public by not only addressing a controversy in a risky, bold way, 
but the same speech shows him as a politician who can relate with the public on a 
sentimental, humble level. This aspect of Nixon, of course, is mostly absent from the 
Burns and Novick series. 
The series visually cuts Nixon’s victory at the Republican Convention short, as a 
television screen tunes out to breaking news from Walter Cronkite, who is reporting 
growing numbers of demonstrators in Chicago and the anticipated clash between them 
and the police. Buffalo Springfield's “For What It's Worth” plays over footage of Nixon’s 
motorcade campaign in Chicago, where he appears to a crowd of cheering onlookers in a 
ticker tape parade. This occurs some time after the clashes at the 1968 Democratic 
Convention. The song reflects the unruly ambience of the Democratic Convention and 
the anti-war demonstrators (“young people speaking their minds”), as well as the divided 
support within the Democratic Party which led to the public instead voting for Nixon, 
much to the chagrin of the Democrats. 
In contrast, de Antonio frames Nixon’s political career as a farcical spectacle in 
Millhouse. At one point, de Antonio juxtaposes the climactic speech scene from Lloyd 
Bacon’s Knute Rockne, All American (1940) with Nixon’s victory at the 1968 Republican 
Convention, where he tells the crowd “Let’s win this one for Ike3!” in a manner similar to 
																																																								
3 Former president Dwight D. Eisenhower’s childhood nickname 
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the film’s “Win one for the Gipper.” With similar segments throughout his documentary, 
de Antonio alludes to Nixon’s political career being like a Hollywood melodrama. Joe 
McGinnis, author of The Selling of the President (1968), appears in de Antonio’s 
documentary and describes Nixon as a camera conscious person who instructed the 
camera and knew how he wanted to portray himself on television: “He said that he 
needed to have the physical presence of the camera right there, within arm’s reach, if he 
were gonna be able to project the sense of intimacy that he wanted to project” 
On one occasion at the beginning of Part 8, “The History of the World” (April 
1969-May 1970), Nixon boldly suggests that since he is a staunch anti-Communist, 
Hanoi should be informed that he is not a man to be reckoned with: "We'll just slip the 
word to them, you know, 'Nixon's obsessed about communism. We can't restrain him 
when he's angry, and he has his hand on the nuclear button,' and Ho Chi Minh will be in 
Paris in two days begging for peace. “From his statement, Nixon dryly portrays himself 
as aggressive and willing to wage war, consistent with his actions thus far against the 
North Vietnamese, particularly with the continuation of bombings after Johnson's 
Operation Rolling Thunder. Nixon demonstrates a ruthless desire to make North Vietnam 
submit before he would end the war swiftly. While Nixon treats his enemies with 
aggression, he did not exempt his allies from being intimidated either. Nixon’s dirty 
tricks ensures that he stays in power, at least until he was found out. 
Amidst the weariness and chaos following the 1968 Democratic Convention and 
the sabotaging of Johnson’s peace talks, Nixon wins the election against Democratic 
candidate Hubert Humphrey and becomes the next American president. In the next shot, 
		
22 
a photograph shows Nixon doing his double peace sign gesture to a crowd of supporters. 
The audience watches the commotion from the back, with Nixon facing away from the 
camera. The shot zooms in on Nixon’s head while the narrator explains that Johnson and 
the CIA had wiretapped and conducted surveillance in Thieu’s office, and through this 
had learned of Nixon’s treasonous intervention in the peace talks. The zoom suggests a 
closeness to Nixon’s thoughts, as though the audience is, at this very minute, committing 
the same act of surveillance as the CIA had on Nixon. Nixon’s victory pose serves as 
Nixon’s own triumph over Humphrey’s initial advantage, gained through his promise of 
ending the war. 
The reflecting pool, mirroring the Capitol Building, makes ripples as Johnson 
emphasizes Nixon’s actions as treasonous. The phone call takes place at night, alluding to 
its secretive nature, and the disturbed reflection of the Capitol Building in the reflecting 
pool seems to be a visual allegory of not only Nixon’s actions but Johnson’s own illegal 
investigating. In other words, while the truth is clearly there, the slightest tremor of the 
other truth (Johnson’s wiretapping) would be devastating to both Nixon’s victory and 
Johnson’s credibility, which was already tarnished by war. The camera then cuts to a 
photograph of an unsmiling Nixon sitting in a thinking pose, as Coyote narrates on:  
Nixon’s secret was safe. The American public was never told that the regime for 
which 35,000 Americans had died had been willing to boycott peace talks to help 
elect Richard Nixon or that he had been willing to delay an end to the bloodshed 
in order to get elected.  
 
During the mention of the regime, the audience can hear traditional string instruments 
playing suspensefully, hinting at the insidious bargain between Nixon and Thieu. As 
Peter Coyote narrates how Nixon's sabotaging of Humphrey’s peace talks had paid off in 
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his favor, the zooming effect suggests Nixon’s menacing, calculating nature. As Nixon's 
face and presence “looms” over the narration, former president Johnson's realization 
settles in the audience’s mind that he knew the truth about Nixon but kept silent until his 
death. He could not expose Nixon without revealing the hypocrisy of the government’s 
methods; America was left in the dark as they voted for Nixon. A photograph shows a 
newspaper on dirt ground, muddied and crumpled, visibly headlining Nixon's victory at 
the elections. Such a provocative photograph prophetically alludes to Nixon's treachery 
from here until the Watergate scandal, which resulted in lasting damage to his post-
presidency reputation and contributed to a growing skepticism towards the American 
government since Johnson's term. Even before the series ventures into Nixon's presidency 
in great detail, the narrative already brands Nixon as an unscrupulous figure who 
manipulated his way into power. The newspaper lays drenched in mudwater, like a visual 
analogy of being “knee-deep” in dirty secrets; narrator Coyote confirms this notion with 
the following statement: “The Nixon campaign’s secret maneuvering may have helped 
him win the election, but the president-elect’s fear that that maneuvering might someday 
be exposed would be part of his undoing.” 
A segment in Part 9 introduces the audience to Tricia Nixon’s wedding, “the 
country watched it all on television” narrates Coyote. The television media once again 
puts Nixon in the limelight, this time congratulating his daughter. The televised wedding 
fades and reveals the front page of an issue of The New York Times, where a bigger news 
pushes attention away from Tricia’s wedding. The presence of the press cuts short 
Nixon’s happy moment on his favored media to reveal the Pentagon Papers. “I thought I 
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knew a great deal. I thought I knew most of what was worth knowing about the war. And 
suddenly, I didn’t.” Sheehan narrates, as the camera zooms in on Neil Sheehan’s name on 
the article. He continues, “It wasn’t a reporter’s version of an event. It was their version 
of an event. It was their telegrams, their orders, their memoranda, et cetera.” Sheehan’s 
statement alludes to the way politicians viewed the war as opposed to how it was 
represented to the American public. It then cuts to a page from the Pentagon Papers, with 
“TOP SECRET” written in bold, red letters, as the camera slowly pans away from it and 
onto the text. The series makes it clear that the Pentagon Papers revealed not only 
sensitive government secrets to the public, but the lengths of which each president went 
to avoid becoming the one to lose the war. In a long segment in Part 9, the audience sees 
words float out of the pages of the Pentagon Papers and linger on photographs of each 
president and McNamara, each harsh truth kept from the public eye is slowly revealed 
within the segment. In the background, distorted ambient music similar to one from the 
scene of burning Vietnamese monks in Part 2 accompany the segment as an atmosphere 
of a distorted reality and warped perspective. In this way, the audience shares the 
experience of coming out of the allegorical cave and realizing that U.S. presidents can 
and will lie, and that all three presidents were involved in the U.S. government’s biggest 
public deception. As Karl Marlantes remarks in his interview within Part 9: “That 
changed our whole attitude toward government. Up until then, the president wouldn’t lie. 
After then, they always lie.” Daniel Ellsberg, the one responsible for releasing the 
Pentagon Papers, appears in Hearts and Minds and confirms that, from Truman to Nixon, 
each president lied to the public about the extent and motive America was involved in 
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Vietnam. 
In another long segment, following Daniel Ellsberg’s indictment, there is a candid 
shot of Nixon sitting in the White House, having a conversation between national security 
advisor Henry Kissinger and attorney general John Mitchell to discuss discrediting 
Ellsberg. The camera (and the audience) gets closer to the window as though 
eavesdropping on Nixon’s conversation, implying Nixon’s intents against Ellsberg to be 
secretive and criminal. In the next shot, the audience sees a contemplative Nixon biting 
on a pencil, as the camera zooms in on Nixon’s face. Coyote narrates that Nixon fears 
Ellsberg had evidence of him lying about the secret bombings on Cambodia and Laos. 
The earlier zooms appear to be the growing paranoia materializing in Nixon’s mind. The 
camera pans upwards in another shot to reveal the Brookings Institute building, 
visualizing Nixon’s realization that Ellsberg may have yet another incriminating evidence 
on him, this time for the treason he committed against Johnson back in 1968. In the next 
instance, the audience sees a close-up photo of Nixon staring intimidatingly at the camera 
(“None of it was legal. Nixon did not care.”); Nixon’s paranoia worsens with every 
zoom. A reel-to-reel tape recording reveals Nixon’s growing impatience (“Goddamn it, 
get in and get those files. Blow the safe and get it.”) with White House chief of staff Bob 
Haldeman, demanding the group of “plumbers”4 break into the Brookings Institution. 
Whereas Kennedy and Johnson’s audiotapes voiced regrets and reason, Nixon’s 
audiotapes were filled with paranoia and scheming. Despite the Brookings Institute 
																																																								
4 The White House’s covert investigative unit for stopping the leaking of classified information to the 
public and, in the sense, “fixing leaks” - thus their pertained nickname. 
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burglary never occurring, Nixon’s paranoia continued to linger on him and according to 
narrator Coyote, “Nixon’s obsession with his enemies would be the undoing of his 
presidency.” 
Following the intro of Part 10 “The Weight of Memory” (March 1973-Onward), 
the episode opens up with the beginning of the end for Nixon’s presidency, as a segment 
introduces the audience to the Watergate hearings, where witnesses confirm the 
installation of surveillance cameras and the funding of a burglary committed by five men. 
The media homes in on Nixon’s plight as Coyote lists off the misdeeds of the Nixon 
administration, each followed by newspaper article headlines and magazine covers: 
“Blackmail, enemies lists, dirty tricks, a vice president forced to resign, perjury, cover-
up, abuse of president power, secret White House tapes.” The media that once helped him 
gain support for the election now turned on him. 
Interestingly, Davis’ documentary did not include a perspective on the Watergate 
scandal, despite being a year after the hearings, but Ellsberg does appear in his 
documentary and, while he describes previous presidents as “lied,” he specifically 
includes the word “misled” for Nixon: “It’s a tribute to the American public, that their 
leaders perceived that they had to be lied to.” In Hollywood’s fictional representation, 
Steven Spielberg's The Post (2018) portrays the journalists as people concerned with the 
public's wellness in contrast to presidents ranging from Eisenhower to Nixon (as well as 
former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara) as untrustworthy and deceiving. Nixon 
appears within the film as a silhouette figure in the White House who attempts to shut 
down the press. The film itself ends with Nixon's Watergate scandal, once again 
		
27 
condemning Nixon's own legacy with Vietnam to scandals leading to his resignation. 
While Nixon is not portrayed in Alan J. Pakula’s All the President’s Men (1976), it 
portrays the Nixon administration’s duplicity to cover up for him. The film ends by 
slowly revealing, among the sentencing of his conspirators, Nixon’s own involvement 
and his subsequent resignation. The demise of Nixon’s career through a typewritten 
headline of his resignation to a television broadcast of his inauguration is a criss-cross 
mise-en-scène of the beginning and the end of Nixon’s presidency, reminding the 
audience that the media is the beginning and the end for a president. 
Even long after his presidency, Nixon’s portrayal in media remains critical of his 
actions, always referring back to the Watergate scandal if not the war he inherited. 
Though the Watergate scandal itself had little connection to the war, it demonstrated to 
the American public the power of media to not only help popularize but also tear down 
the image of a president. The scandal exposed Nixon as a president obsessed with his 
enemies and demonstrated to South Vietnam that Nixon was not the honest man 
President Thieu claimed he was. In hindsight, neither were the South Vietnamese leaders 
so honest to begin with. 
In Davis’ documentary, Alaskan Senator Ernest Gruening acknowledges the 
problem with South Vietnam is that its “friendly government” had asked the U.S. to come 
in and prevent a takeover, only to realize that government is gone. In the ensuing shot, de 
Antonio shows the turnstile nature of the South Vietnam government as an easily-missed, 
rapid photo montage of leaders past and present up until 1968. He perfectly captures the 
nature of the government through the technique and makes it clear that the government is 
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one that changes before the audience’s eyes can even establish who the leader is before a 
new one takes his place. In historical context, South Vietnam went through a succession 
of leaders within a mere decade. Similarly, in Part 2 of the Burns and Novick series, a 
Johnson aide remarks that “the national symbol of South Vietnam should be a turnstile.” 
In Part 3, narrator Coyote states that, “Between January 1964 and June of 1965, 
there would be eight different governments.” as the audiences sees the respective 
photographs of each South Vietnamese leader, and in between those leaders were images 
of clashing civilians and soldiers. It is easy to disregard the photos of civilians being 
beaten and retaliating as mere backdrops and outcomes of unpopular leaderships, but the 
choice to alternate them between photos of each South Vietnamese leader implies more 
than just restless unpopularity. Burns and Novick connects the violence in South Vietnam 
with the mention of American ties as though the violence stems from and is inflicted by 
American presence. This no less alludes to the perception of South Vietnam as a puppet 
government, as Coyote points out, “All of their leaders were so close to the Americans 
that they were seen as puppets.”  In fact, the photos of said leaders include the physical 
presence of American advisers shaking hands and standing beside these individuals 
contending for power. As for the photos of civilians, the audience can see the nature of 
violence shown in the montage: armed ARVN soldiers point their guns at civilians fenced 
off by barbed wires; a sit-down strike broken by tear gas; lastly, a couple aggressively 
separated and restrained by ARVN soldiers. These photos show the violence itself 
coming from the regime as acts of brutal silencing rather than reasonable maintenance of 
public order. Uncannily similar to footage of American demonstrators beaten and 
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arrested, the presentation here sees the protestors as victimized by and helpless against 
their government. But such atrocities were preceded by a seemingly more optimistic 
period for the country, under Ngo Dinh Diem’s leadership. Before South Vietnam went 
through its succession of military junta leaders, none stood out as much as Diem during 
his presidency from 1955 to 1963, proclaiming himself as the Republic of Vietnam's 
(RVN) first president. Diem's introduction in Part 1 of the series, much like Kennedy's, 
introduces him through uplifting music, portraying him as a politician with a promising 
ambition favorable for Vietnam’s future, but especially for democracy and its allies. The 
audience sees a photograph of Diem during what appears to be an election campaign, 
waving his hat to the crowd as he led advisors behind him. Diem’s first appearance here 
resembles the first photographic appearance of Kennedy leading people to his 
inauguration, wearing a top hat and an overcoat. Diem wears his western-style suit and 
waves his hat to the crowd with a smile on his face. Strangely, the photograph appears to 
show Diem as the only one smiling; this seems like a foreshadowing of Diem’s later 
unpopularity with the South Vietnamese public. Both Kennedy and Diem appear to emit 
the same aura of promised prosperity and change for a new generation. Then-U.S. vice 
president Johnson reportedly called Diem “the Winston Churchill of Southeast Asia,” 
(Ward location 1693) emphasizing Diem’s role as a symbol of South Vietnamese 
nationalism against all odds; his presidency promises to free Vietnam from the ruthless 
French colonizers and North Vietnamese Communists. In one colorized photograph, 
Diem stands beside smiling foreign aides, looking non-threatening and cooperative, as 
the audiences hear former Department of Defense staff Leslie Gelb (in a voice-over) 
		
30 
remark: “We were going to help him turn South Vietnam into a democracy. That’s what 
[Diem] said he wanted to do. And we believed him.”  
On the other hand, Diem’s presence here implies a closer relation with foreign 
powers than with locals, alluding to his opportunistic relationship with the U.S. and how 
he uses his position as an American puppet to his advantage. Additionally, it more likely 
alludes to how out-of-touch he is with the South Vietnamese populace. According to the 
series and documentaries, Diem proved to be a difficult ally whom the U.S. reluctantly 
backed due to having few alternatives. Throughout Part 1 and 2 of the series, Burns and 
Novick portray Diem as dressed in a clean, white suit, surrounded by officers similarly 
dressed in white. Diem's choice of white suit appears to serve the purpose of 
characterizing himself as the morally good leader of the democratic South Vietnam, 
which is fitting with the series’ mention of Diem’s nature as “both a Roman Catholic and 
a Confucian.” Seeing as he often wore white in front of a gathering crowd, this whiteness 
appears to symbolize virtue and purity. 
Though the series draws visual comparisons between Kennedy and Diem as two 
staunch opponents of Communism and leaders of the “free world”, the similarities 
between them end there. Debatably, the choice of suits is representational of Western 
influence when comparing his attire to Ho's more rustic choice of peasant pajamas (even 
though Ho is known to have a white Mao suit himself). Diem represents an ideological 
propensity to usher national modernization into Vietnam through U.S. relations. He 
embraces westernization by wearing modern-looking, formal clothes while carrying out 
his duties. Interestingly, footage of Saigon within the series often show its natives 
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wearing clean, white polo shirts and khaki pants, whereas the north wore peasant clothes 
and ragged shorts. While Diem projects a desire to elevate South Vietnam to the level of 
other democratic nations by embracing modern, formal clothing, the documentary makes 
it clear that this is a facade to mask the true nature of his regime. 
In the next shot, the audience sees a black and white photo of an unsmiling Diem 
sitting in his office, giving an aide an intimidating, annoyed look, as narrator Coyote 
describes the qualities of the “Roman Catholic and Confucian celibate bachelor” as a 
leader who was "aloof, autocratic, mistrustful of anyone much beyond his own family." 
Diem appears to visually embody those characteristics in the particular photo. On top of 
that, Diem's own religious affiliations put him at odds with the Buddhist population who 
demanded religious freedom. According to the series, Buddhism makes up seventy 
percent of the population in South Vietnam: “Diem began by alienating the rural 
population. And that started the Viet Cong. Now he was alienating the urban population,” 
Neil Sheehan remarked. His public image disqualifies him from being an effective 
representative of South Vietnam's ideals, as a leader out of touch from his people and 
enforcing discrimination towards them through his policies. The mood shifts into 
unsettling piano music once Diem asserts his authority and ousts the French out of South 
Vietnam. Diem's presidency, much like Kennedy's, started off with optimism and 
represented a future for a freer, democratic Vietnam, but over time dwindled in 
popularity. 
During Kennedy’s inaugural speech in Part 2, the audience sees two photographs: 
South Vietnamese protesters in front of the Independence Palace (the South Vietnamese 
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equivalent of the White House); North Vietnamese pedestrians on bicycles in a peaceful-
looking Hanoi. By the time Kennedy became president, South Vietnam’s problems were 
already arising; meanwhile, Hanoi seemed unaffected by South Vietnam’s problems. 
While the civil rights movement gradually grew in the conscience of Americans, the 
opposite could be said for South Vietnam and its democracy in name only. In Part 2, 
foreboding music introduces the audience back into Diem's Saigon, marked by its 
restlessness and spreading corruption. Automobiles crowd on the streets of Saigon, as 
Diem makes his speeches faintly but futilely over the sound of car engines and bicycle 
rattles; his words fall on deaf ears for the people of Saigon. Neil Sheehan recalls people 
in cafes shutting off the radio whenever Diem gave a speech: “He was not connected 
with...to his own population.” The lack of emphasis on Diem's speech alludes to the 
indifference of Saigon natives with Diem's leadership; the loudness of vehicles likewise 
tell the viewers what really matters to the populace was that the regime let them be. To 
them, Diem holds no real influence nor power over them, no less due to his autocratic 
regime’s aggression and his portrayal as an American puppet. 
In one sequence, the audiences see still photographs of ARVN soldiers brutally 
beating up men suspected as enemies of the regime with audible sounds of fists and yells 
in the background. A gunshot interrupts the previous scene with a zoom on Madame 
Nhu5 aiming a gun almost in the direction of the camera. Narrator Coyote quotes 
Madame Nhu as saying, “Vietnam had no use for [American’s] ‘crazy freedoms’”, as 
																																																								
5 Madame Nhu was the wife of Diem’s younger brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, who was said to be the actual 
individual in charge of Diem’s regime. 
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another gunshot threateningly goes off like a warning shot. In another shot, the audience 
sees a group of men dragging Diem’s boat across a flooded street while Diem 
comfortably smokes a cigarette, as Coyote narrates, “South Vietnamese officers were 
chosen less for their combat skill than for their loyalty.” It is apparent the portrayal of 
Saigon here contrasts with the gradual social changes happening in America from an 
earlier segment, showing Saigon as a place governed by a brutal, nepotistic regime; South 
Vietnam resembles anything but democracy. Saigon natives found themselves just as 
oppressed as they were under the French and under the same brutality as the communists. 
For a leader representing a “free” Vietnam, Diem's regime came into power through brute 
force and manipulation (the latter much like the narrative of Nixon's) and his own legacy 
ended in his death. 
Though Diem’s leadership initially started out similar to Kennedy’s, his legacy 
did not remain that way. The series explicitly shows Diem’s demise while the national 
trauma behind Kennedy’s death is downplayed. It is Diem’s legacy the audience sees die 
and not Kennedy’s, whose image continues to be an inspiration. In Diem’s final segment, 
invisible gunshots strike the audience with two photos of Diem’s corpse. The sequence 
cuts between each photo as though taking flash photography. Diem metaphorically dies a 
second time through the public humiliation of having his corpse displayed. While 
Kennedy’s death marked the end of an era for some, Diem’s death was one of the first 
signs of South Vietnam’s lack of dedication for its cause. This would not be true of the 
leaders of North Vietnam.  
In de Antonio’s In the Year of the Pig, journalist Harrison Salisbury recalls the 
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North Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Van Dong asking him boldly how long 
Americans plan to fight them (“Ten years? Twenty? Thirty?”) and that they will make 
due with whatever answer. In another instance, anti-war activist and Jesuit priest Daniel 
Berrigan describes hunger as the connection shared between the North Vietnamese 
people. He describes how this mutual hunger leads to a will to have rice, which then 
expands to a will for education and so on - this is the essence of the North Vietnamese 
revolution.  Footage of Ho Chi Minh aptly highlights the end of his statement, as a leader 
who can, in his words, “move in the same cheap cotton clothing and with dignity among 
them.” In the same documentary, French scholar Paul Mus describes Vietnam’s history as 
a village that cannot be totally destroyed by a bigger force because it is “a great tradition” 
to the Vietnamese that the village exists not only below (referring to places such as the 
subterranean Cú Chi Tunnels) but also with the people themselves. With these opinions, 
de Antonio portrays North Vietnam as a society where there is shared struggle between 
every individual and whose confidence in the nation comes from a reassurance of 
comradeship, not the loss. 
In Hearts and Minds, Davis similarly shows the same kind of attitude from an old 
coffin maker: “Over here, as long as there is rice to eat, we’ll keep fighting. And if the 
rice runs out, then we’ll plow the fields and fight again.” While Davis does show the 
helpless victims of bombing runs on North Vietnam, he also shows a will to fight back 
that appears absent in South Vietnam. The series and the two documentaries come to a 
similar conclusion that North Vietnam has an unbreakable will and “a pledge of honor 
that the rice bowl will be filled,” as Berrigan puts it. North Vietnam’s sense of strength 
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and determination was perhaps best embodied by Ho Chi Minh.  
 The Burns and Novick series shows admiration for Ho’s image as a man who 
admired the egalitarian, pro-liberty ideal of what America founded itself upon, despite his 
affiliation to Communism. Similarly, Davis acknowledges this admiration through an 
interview with Senator J. W. Fulbright: “He’d been here, read our Constitution and 
Declaration of Independence. He thought surely the United States would be interested [in 
helping his cause].” In the series, narrator Coyote explains that the young Ho made 
attempts to reach out to President Woodrow Wilson with no success. In de Antonio's In 
the Year of the Pig, Senator Thurston B. Morton acknowledges Ho’s self-portrayal as a 
revolutionary father of North Vietnam. In his words, Ho was “the George Washington of 
his country...the man they think threw off the French, the colonialism, just as we had 
ours,” drawing comparisons between the ideals of the United States' founding fathers 
with Ho’s fight for Vietnam’s independence. A segment in Part 1 of the series starts with 
a Le Matin newspaper headline about the signing of the armistice, introducing the 
audiences to the conclusion of the First World War. The French national anthem “La 
Marseillaise” plays in the background to establish further the current setting as 
undoubtedly in France, with the timeline being in 1919 during the Paris Peace 
Conference. A soft but mystical-sounding traditional music accompanies Ho’s sudden 
introduction into this setting, alluding to his mysterious past and the numerous 
pseudonyms used throughout his life before settling on “Ho Chi Minh.” At this point, the 
audience sees archival footage of Ho in his well-known appearance of an aged man in 
simple clothes. This footage punctuates Saigon native Duong Van Mai’s narration of Ho 
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Chi Minh’s projected image to the North Vietnamese: Ho gives a speech before Viet 
Minh soldiers (“totally dedicated to free his country”); Ho consumed in work and 
smoking (“he sacrificed his own well-being”); lastly, Ho reading to children (“not having 
a family of his own.”). In very quick successions, the segment establishes Ho Chi Minh 
as making great sacrifices for the cause of his people - his family are the North 
Vietnamese and he works tirelessly for their future. In Part 2, veteran Nguyen Ngoc 
remembers Ho Chi Minh as a grandfatherly old man who wore modest clothes and used 
simple language with his people. Ho referred to himself as “Uncle” and grew out his 
beard in order to look older due to the knowledge that Vietnamese people look up to 
elders. In Part 3, NVA general Dong Si Nguyen recalls an exchange between Ho and a 
senior cadre regarding the way he dresses: “Uncle, how come you wear rubber sandals 
and such simple khaki clothes?” to which Ho replied, “If your people are barefoot, what 
do you do? Who's above whom?” In this exchange, the audience sees how Ho Chi Minh 
puts himself down to the same level as those he led, demonstrating his humble 
characteristic as for the people and not for himself. In the same segment, the audience 
sees Ho Chi Minh participating in physical work and shoveling dirt; he not only leads 
people but demonstrably works alongside them for their cause. These are the memories 
the North Vietnamese revolutionaries associate with Ho when he was alive and after his 
death. The series and de Antonio’s documentary both portray him as virtually the sole 
figure that cares for Vietnam's independence and reunification through the least 
bloodshed possible, in comparison to his more aggressive but lesser-known second-in-
command Le Duan. In what little footage the series and documentaries provide, Ho's 
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appearance blends into the crowd of peasants wherever he went, looking very much like a 
village elder. In one instance, Ho lends his ear to a villager among the crowd, with a child 
sitting on his lap; there is a close-up of Ho nodding in response to the villager before 
cutting away. The brief close-up, too, reinforces that image of Ho Chi Minh as a 
revolutionary leader who deeply cares for the cause of the common people. His 
appearance does not seem out of place at all among the population, with his khakis and 
scruffy salt-and-pepper beard. Ho molds himself as a revolutionary figure who not only 
cares about the freedom of the Vietnamese people, but more importantly, the children--
i.e. the future of the country itself. His positioning as a figure akin to an elderly relative 
clearly spoke to the North Vietnamese ideals of adhering to traditions and philosophies of 
Vietnamese culture, much more than of the South's generalization as a hedonistic haven, 
shaped in part by well-known Hollywood films that offer such depictions. On the other 
hand, Ho's prudent approach, much like Kennedy's fruitless fight against Communism, 
was regarded by some as failing to bring independence sooner to Vietnam. While Ho 
succeeded in shaping his image as a populist revolutionary (and where Ngo Dinh Diem 
failed to do the same for South Vietnam), the aging Ho's patient tactics could not keep up 
with the impatient politburo. In his later years, Ho’s failing health sidelined him from an 
active role, but he remained a beloved figure of the people’s revolution. 
The series attempts to debunk the simplification of presidents as either “good” or 
“bad” by demonstrating that each could be described as both. Though at times, the series 
still does so reluctantly for presidents proven more popular, while others are not as 
favored. Nixon, for example, receives the least appealing portrayal, as being unethical 
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throughout his political career and deserving his condemnation. On the other hand, while 
the series acknowledges the shortcomings of Kennedy’s leadership, it does so in a more 
pitiful, sympathetic manner. 
On the Vietnamese side, the North Vietnamese leaders, much like their veterans, 
appear unfalteringly confident in victory. This includes Ho Chi Minh, who appears from 
time to time as a figure of inspiration throughout much of the series. Even so, there seems 
very little focus on the flaws of the North Vietnamese government aside from the heavy 
battle casualties and brief mentions of atrocities, namely the Hue massacre, treated with 
mild reprimanding from the narrative. On the other hand, the series places a lot of its 
attention on the flaws of South Vietnam and seldom regards its redeeming qualities. 
When it comes to U.S. presidents, the series makes no exceptions towards 
Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon for conspiring against the American public, with each 
being guilty of consecutively escalating the war. While each president had differing kinds 
of popular view surrounding them, whether from their campaigns or their performances 
in office, the impact of public perception ties in with the war’s popularity as the public 
found itself moving from hopeful optimism to distrustful cynicism. 
Simply put, Burns and Novick's The Vietnam War does not detract its narrative 
too far from popular opinions regarding politics and those in power. There is a reluctance 
to completely de-mystify and separate the perception of leaders from a historically 
established portrayal. This subsequently means the portrayal of certain leaders are not as 
objective towards their decisions. While it is true that not every decision made by 
incumbent U.S. presidents were efforts to end the war sooner, Vietnam was only part of 
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their legacy and it woefully overshadows their other works. 
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CHAPTER TWO: VETERANS AND STORIES 
    As public perception of the war grew more cynical, the image of politicians as 
agents of the public’s well-being was diminished in turn. With this in mind, the portrayal 
of politicians themselves mattered greatly when looking back on the war in historical 
contexts, as the representation differs between politician and the everyman. That is, the 
politician's image often entails popular beliefs and the weighing of his contribution (both 
good and bad) to the war. When it comes to first-hand accounts of war veterans, however, 
the methods differ from the former's case, as no one veteran totally represents the opinion 
of his compatriots. The crucial difference between the narrative from veterans and 
politicians depends on the source of their voice. Additionally, this is how the 
documentary elucidates the distance between audiences and the subjects standing within 
the war.  
With veterans, the narrative typically comes from a firsthand account, meaning it 
is naturally influenced by personal opinions when recalling war experiences. In the case 
of deceased veterans, their narratives come from family and friends, and how they saw 
the veterans as people before their deaths. The portrayals of politicians, too, often rely on 
secondary viewpoints regarding what they said in public and in private. These are usually 
viewpoints from political pundits or military or government officials who knew or have 
studied the politicians concerned, and as a result, the depiction of politicians is less 
subjective than that of veterans. Furthermore, the depiction of politicians highlights the 
fact that the gains of war are clearly not the same between a government and those 
governed by it.  
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Though debatable, the Vietnam War still troubles the minds of Americans who 
lived through it today and understandably so because of its significance as the first war 
America lost. This makes Vietnam War documentaries function differently in their 
narratives when Americans attempt to look back on a war without victory and at times 
without honor. The anxieties of war no longer come from an inability to physically or 
emotionally function as they used to, but more so come from the public's willingness to 
accept American veterans coming home from an unpopular war. Moreover, the series 
also explores the same themes of veterans being unable to relate their experience to 
anyone else but fellow soldiers. According to the series, Peter Davis’ Hearts and Minds 
(1974), and Emile de Antonio’s In the Year of the Pig (1968), the biggest frustration of 
American veterans came from society's rejection and discrimination towards them due to, 
to name a couple, the magnified war atrocities and whether the U.S. should have really 
been in Vietnam in the first place. Burns and Novick particularly emphasize how 
interviewees coped emotionally with the war and its aftermath. There are scenes of fast-
paced battles intercut with the calmness of politicians deciding their next move while 
interviewees struggle to make sense of their own experience. The former, especially, 
brings the audience into the mindset of veterans retelling their stories in order to visually 
comprehend their experiences with as much empathy as possible. 
In the series, images from battles and the sounds of gunfire and helicopters 
introduce the war to the audience. Marine 1st Lieutenant Karl Marlantes utters the first 
line: “Coming home from Vietnam was close to as traumatic as the war itself. For years, 
nobody talked about Vietnam.” Through the words of the one American veteran, the 
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documentary introduces the war as a traumatic experience akin to a fever dream lingering 
in the minds of Americans. He goes on to explain the war as a reluctant subject few are 
willing to talk about comparing it to “living in a family with an alcoholic father...You 
know, shh, we don't talk about that.” The series establishes two things through its 
introduction: it acknowledges the Vietnam War as a shameful part of American history, 
but the series inadvertently gives itself credit as being the most recent work to tackle the 
war as an offer of reconciliation and breaking the silence. By Part 10, Tim O'Brien recites 
an excerpt from his short story “The Things They Carried,” from an anthology by the 
same name: 
They shared the weight of memory. They took up what others could no longer 
bear. Often, they carried each other, the wounded or weak. They carried 
infections. They carried chess sets, basketballs, Vietnamese-English dictionaries, 
insignia of rank, Bronze Stars and Purple Hearts, plastic cards imprinted with the 
Code of Conduct. They carried diseases, among them malaria and dysentery. 
They carried lice and ringworm and leeches and paddy algae and various rots and 
molds. They carried the land itself—Vietnam. 
 
With O'Brien's excerpt as a bookend to Part 10, Burns and Novick dramatize the 
experience of the war as a shared struggle for the American veterans during their time 
spent there and upon their return. Furthermore, the inclusion of one veteran's literary 
work cements the notion that Burns and Novick are interested in creating a running theme 
that “meaning can be found in the individual stories of those who lived through it”, a 
phrase that appears at the end of the series. The story of Denton “Mogie” Crocker, for 
example, takes up a portion of the early parts of the series starting from Part 3 “The River 
Styx” (January 1964-December 1965), following him from his humble beginnings to his 
(and other American veterans) immortalization on the memorial wall. One of the more 
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striking photographs of a young Mogie shows him aiming a toy gun in a firm posture. Of 
all the photos Burns and Novick could have chosen, this one implies that even as a child, 
Mogie's upbringing was like most boys who grew up playing with toy guns and played 
soldier. Furthermore, Burns and Novick convey the mindset, affirming Mogie’s decision, 
as well as that of similar-minded soldiers, to go into war through the juxtaposing of 
American troops in the jungles of Vietnam with Jean-Marie Crocker's reciting of the St. 
Crispin's Day Speech from Shakespeare's Henry V6. That is, while the Vietnam War 
might have been unpopular, soldiers shared a sense of valor and brotherhood as had been 
true of past wars. 
Of course, not all soldiers go into war with the same mindset. Marine veteran 
John Musgrave, for example, grew up in an environment where nearly every man in his 
life he idolized was a veteran of a previous war. This influenced his desire to become a 
marine. The Burns and Novick series as well as Davis and (to a lesser extent) de 
Antonio's documentary alludes to American veterans sharing similar upbringings 
influenced by patriotism and faith to reflect why veterans at the time would have felt 
joining the war was a morally and ideologically just cause. Each narrative from 
interviewees appears to start from a place of ambition or, mainly in the case of 
Americans, a belief in civic duty through one's enlistment. In part 8, 2nd Lt. Joan Furey 
speaks about her inspiration to join the army stemming from seeing Mark Sandrich's So 
Proudly We Hail! (1943) when she was young that convinced her that even women can 
																																																								
6 “He today that sheds his blood with me shall be my brother. And gentlemen in English now a-bed 
shall think themselves accurs'd they were not here and hold their manhood cheap while any speaks 
that fought with us upon St. Crispin's Day.” 
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be as brave, if not braver than men. While her narrative does not outright mention ideas 
of patriotism or faith, it clearly demonstrates that participating in war was, to some, an act 
of bravery in line with doing the right thing. 
With respect to Furey's story, her experience is the only example from the 
documentary that serves as a direct bridge between Hollywood wartime films and the 
Vietnam War generation, further emphasizing how Americanized the narrative is 
constructed. Burns and Novick very sparingly reference the Second World War due in 
part to the chronological order of the series. It is the only instance where a direct 
reference to a WW2-era war film is called for and inserted into the narration in the 
manner of Hearts and Minds. Like the U.S. presidents in the previous chapter, veterans, 
too, grew up with instilled ideologies of America always fighting the good fight and of 
finding glory in such wars; this reality is quickly shattered by the realization of America 
losing its first war. In line with the growing despondency during the series, the big reveal 
of Mogie's story in Part 4 “Resolve” (January 1966-June 1967), though one could see it 
coming, was that he was one of the many casualties of the Vietnam War. Burns and 
Novick reveal his and other soldier’s deaths through the appearance of their names on the 
memorial walls always right before or after an interviewee recalls their deaths: 
You see over fifty-eight thousand names [on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
wall] and you know that unwritten behind each name there’s a mother or a father 
or a wife or a daughter whose lives were forever shattered by that damn war. 
-Lt. Vincent Okamoto, Part 10 
 
Following Mogie’s death, the narrative shifts to his sister Carol Crocker for the remainder 
of the series, looking at how she comes to terms with the political divide of the war. 
While the presence of the wall accentuates their stories as one of the many meanings 
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found from the war, the stories themselves do not end with the veterans’ death. In that 
regard, these narratives are from the perspective of American veterans and their families, 
meaning that the audience who will find the series' experiences most relatable are 
presumably and predominantly Americans. The Vietnamese veterans and audiences, on 
the other hand, will find similar narratives under different circumstances, particularly 
with regards to liberation and independence for the North and the South respectively. 
With Vietnamese narratives, the series shows the nameless graves or do not provide a 
visual accompaniment to the person in question. It is easy to overlook this as an editing 
oversight but it actually is due in part to the fact that some bodies were never found years 
after the war; surviving relatives tell the story of the dead as they remembered them. 
While the series calls much attention to surviving veterans from both sides and to stories 
of the dead as living and breathing in memories, it alludes to the ones forgotten to a 
certain extent. 
Referring back to Mogie, the audience sees his slow evolution from a young, 
stubborn anti-Communist to a reluctant supporter (i.e. “from war hawk to peace dove”) of 
the war through each installment, structured as almost synonymous with the war itself 
and other Americans facing the same dilemma. Mogie initially represents the pro-war 
qualities of those who believed in taking the fight to Communism and the weariness of an 
elongated war he expressed before his death. In Hearts and Minds, there is a similar but 
not quite the same development going on within the narrative structure. The documentary 
first introduces the veteran through the camera, as the audience slowly gets acquainted 
with the subject. They hear about his ambitions, his love for his country and how he 
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ended up joining the war.  
On the Vietnamese side of the narrative, scenes of battle and atrocities appear as 
familiar sights for the Vietnamese; survival is more important than patriotism. As the 
narrative goes for North Vietnamese interviewees, the war was not far from their daily 
life and aerial bombing was common. In Part 3, former NVA volunteer Le Minh Khue, 
who was orphaned before the war, recalls joining the NVA at the age of 16 after a 
recruiter came to a bombed village asking for volunteers: “In the early days, I wasn’t very 
scared. But when I saw dead people, that scared me.” Footage of an American fight-
bomber swooping the sky affirms her fear, followed by the sight of a bombed village. In 
the following sequence, she describes the death and destruction surrounding her village, 
“The village was unrecognizable,” the audience hears her remark over footage of fleeing 
villagers and burning huts. Interestingly, the tone shifts suddenly once she joins the 
“Youth Shock Brigades Against the Americans for National Salvation”, now an upbeat 
traditional music conveying optimism and high spirits as she cites a character from Ernest 
Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls as her inspiration that helped her through the war. 
Khue’s narrative appears to convey that even when the Americans leave the land 
devastated, the NVA uniting the people into their army appears to be a symbol of hope 
for the North Vietnamese. But not every Vietnamese joined the NVA “full of a spirit of 
adventure” as Khue did. In Part 4, NVA veteran Bao Ninh remembers the bombing runs 
affecting the life in Hanoi: “My school was evacuated to a rural area. Our lives were 
turned upside down. I was fourteen. I wasn’t scared. I was angry.” Similarly, some like 
former NVA colonel Ho Huu Lan justified this as a call to action: “So, the only way to 
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achieve peace and safety in the rear was to keep fighting at the front." 
As the series progresses from gung-ho patriotism to weary cynicism for the 
American narrative, the individual stories are no longer the only things that unfold to the 
audience. In Peter Davis’ Hearts and Minds, upon first glance, anyone would have 
thought that these veterans onscreen survived the war unscathed, but the documentary 
reveals to the audience the bleak reality of surviving, returning American veterans. In a 
very effective shot, the camera slowly pans down and pulls out from veteran Bobby 
Muller, whom the camera has been keeping its focus on waist-up all this time to reveal 
that he is bound to a wheelchair; a former Sgt. William Marshall is also revealed to have 
lost an arm during the war, after seeing him use his only right arm to narrate for so long. 
Muller starts recalling the moment when he was hit on the battlefield and his acceptance 
of death in the moment; as can be seen in the revealing shot, he survived but at the cost of 
being unable to walk again. Muller recalls how proud he was to be an American before 
the war and how that was shattered when he returned home in his condition. Davis cuts 
away from him at the end of his story to former girlfriend Kay Dvorshock explaining 
how Bobby used to be a very active person. As she tells the camera this, footage of a 
happier Bobby surfing and running on the beach is shown to the audience, channeling the 
frustrations arising from Bobby's paralysis from the war. She explains how the doctors 
told her about Bobby's paralysis and there is a silent implication that the two are no 
longer together and that he is most likely never going to be able to have a family with his 
condition. This is one of the few examples from Davis' documentary where the audience 
gets to see both the veteran's viewpoint and another person with a close relation to his 
		
48 
story. Like Mogie's reluctance to return to the fight, Bobby Muller comes undone during 
the interviews as he recalls the once positive attitude as an American towards the war: 
And I was standing at attention in my uniform and they were playing the “Marine 
Corps Hymn.” And then they played the “Star-Spangled Banner.” And I actually 
started to cry … because I was so proud to be an American, you know? And I was 
so proud to be a marine ... That represented so much to me in the way of life and 
that's gone. 
 
Davis alludes to the gallantry of the American fighting spirit on a few occasions in his 
documentary, borrowing a mix of old wartime films and footage from present day (mid-
1970s) America.  After introducing the audience to Vietnam's peaceful landscape through 
its music and its rustic charm, former Truman aide Clark Clifford speaks the first spoken 
lines of the documentary about how the Americans became “the one great power in the 
world” more powerful than the Soviets and the sense of responsibility and capacity to 
control the future of the world; the responsibility in this context appears to be the choice 
over Vietnam's future and whether it will fall under democracy or Communism. The 
abridged statement above alludes to the view of Vietnam War as being in relation to the 
bigger scope of the arms race between the US and the Soviet Union. This is shortly 
followed by an excerpt from the finale of Michael Curtiz's wartime musical This is the 
Army (1942), bellowing lyrics of committing to victory and certain defeat of the enemies. 
In their book From Hanoi to Hollywood, Dittmar and Michaud point out how Hearts and 
Minds makes it clear that it does not support the U.S. war policies by “turn[ing] them 
inside out” (location 4237) and dares to challenge the factuality of words from officials 
through comment and interpretation (location 4237). That is, Davis does not let a 
statement go unquestioned because that would defeat the purpose of his documentary. 
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This, of course, means Hearts and Minds is less concerned with trying to stay on good 
terms with officials and more for trying to point out the missteps of politics that led to a 
losing war. 
Davis takes a populist stance in approaching the war and its impact on ordinary 
individuals, particularly interested in the stories of citizens and veterans of both sides, 
though mainly Americans. In the case of government officials and military advisers, such 
interviewees serve the purpose of viewing the war from a diplomatic standpoint rather 
than one of humanistic concerns, such as how obtaining South Vietnam as an ally would 
economically benefit the Americans. Subsequently, Davis portrays the veterans as the 
ones enduring the most hardships throughout the war, risking their lives only to return to 
an unappreciative public; Burns and Novick expand on the same themes to a greater 
extent. The focus of both Davis and Burns and Novick remain firmly with veterans 
because they are the ones most involved both at the battlefield, and later, back home in 
demonstrations. In an interview, Davis points out that he did not have to reintroduce the 
war in his documentary because “it was in living rooms every night for 10 years” (Kumar 
2). What Davis instead constructed his documentary around were questions regarding the 
cause-and-effect of the U.S. involvement in Vietnam and how that affected the American 
people (Katz 11). Likewise, in Hanoi to Hollywood, Dittmar and Michaud interprets 
Davis' direction as placing Americans in the mode of the “outsiders” (location 4188), 
introducing Vietnam not as a destination for the U.S. but a place invaded culturally and 
militarily, and drastically changed as a result. In turn, the representation of Americans in 
the war as “technologically sophisticated but barbarous” (location 4194) aggressors of 
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Vietnam's territory challenges the practicality and purpose of American involvement in a 
foreign conflict initially between its European allies and the Vietnamese. 
Similarly, In the Year of the Pig (1968) introduces the war through a montage of 
then-present-day (Vietnam War) images: an American G.I. with the reversed slogan 
“Make War, Not Love” on his helmet; fleeing Vietnamese civilians (mostly children); a 
burning monk; a G.I. draped with bandoleers of explosives on a helicopter; a Vietnamese 
child smoking a cigarette. In between these then-present-day images are remnants of a 
past war (the American Civil War), represented as statues and a memorial plaque 
speaking of American Independence. During this whole montage scene, the sound of 
revving helicopter rotors gives the feeling of a reality spiraling out of control and coming 
into collision head-on, broken by then-Vice President Hubert Humphrey speaking of 
peacemaking presumably during a speech to Chicago delegates in 1968, notably quoting 
a phrase from the Bible7. This is followed by a mirrored statement from then-President 
Johnson that Americans “have it so good” and that he does not understand why the 
people would punish themselves with their own criticism. De Antonio appears to convey 
the past and the present here as warped perspectives of freedom and liberty for one's 
country and of someone else's. A critical message towards the ongoing U.S. involvement 
at the time, the opening of In the Year of Pig implies that though the Americans fought 
for their own independence, the Vietnamese independence is far from earned honorably if 
not solely fought by the Vietnamese themselves. 
																																																								
7 “I would remind you that Scripture tells us that ‘Blessed are the peacemakers.’ I want to underscore 
the word ‘makers.’” 
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Like the first part of Burns and Novick's series, In the Year of the Pig also 
discusses Ho Chi Minh's admiration of the American Constitution and his ambition to 
free the Vietnamese from colonialism. De Antonio quietly introduces the Vietnam War 
through a Civil War era statue before moving onto the unsettling ambiance of image and 
sounds from the Vietnam War. In a way, the transition channels Ho's own disbelief that 
Americans have instead decided to invade Vietnam rather than help Vietnam free itself. 
Near the end of In the Year of the Pig, de Antonio shows the struggling and wounded 
American soldiers on the battlefield as French scholar Paul Mus explains Vietnam's 
history of being devastated by stronger empires and yet somehow always repelling these 
bigger invaders from their lands. As he concludes his statement, the statue from the 
beginning is shown again but this time with inverted colors and “The Battle Hymn of the 
Republic” playing in the background. Two interpretations come to mind – it is de 
Antonio's comment on the warped perspective of American patriotism or that the status 
of freedom fighters is now inverted to the Vietnamese people instead. One could even 
argue that the placement of Civil War era statues to the tune of “Battle Hymn of the 
Republic” evokes a different tone of patriotism comparable to the situation in Vietnam at 
the time. The concepts of patriotism and independence are murky at best when referred to 
in the context of war. Like Ho, the presence of Civil War statues accentuates a sober 
respect for America and the shattered hope of a desecrated country.  
Toward a similar end, Davis' documentary example draws from American daily 
life and events celebrating this aspect such as an American Revolution reenactment or the 
homecoming parade for the veterans. These serve to ask the same question about the 
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legitimacy of independence when enforced by a foreign power. Davis particularly uses a 
hyped football game between schools to compare to the war abroad. “We believe in 
victory. We believe it will come to the team that's best prepared. This is serious business 
that we're involved in. And that's religious, and God cares,” a pastor lectures the football 
team as though sending them off to war. The football team does not appear to be overtly 
enthusiastic about the game; they seem almost passive and reluctant. In one instance, the 
coach riles up the silent team with aggressive pep talks, slapping them in the face and 
urging them on their feet before sending them onto the “battlefield”. The audience then 
sees the result of the football game the teams have been preparing for up until now: utter 
defeat. It echoes what a soldier said to the camera during a gunfight: “Everybody just 
wants to go back home and go to school. That's about it. The whole thing stinks really.” 
Davis released his documentary a year after the last of the American troops left 
Vietnamese soil in 1973, and he suggests here that hubris overshadowing a reluctance to 
fight was what led to American defeat. Where Hearts and Minds implies stability in 
Vietnam before the invasion of American soldiers, In the Year of the Pig jumps its 
narrative right into the war that has yet to conclude, seemingly ongoing indefinitely. 
Preceding Davis' documentary, de Antonio approaches the war in a much more 
provocative way, already portraying it as a dirty war where the dead are not honored and 
the ones fighting appear barbaric as noted by aforementioned examples of a reversed 
helmet slogan and the over-encumbered soldier. 
Burns and Novick use a mixture of Davis' and de Antonio's methods in their 
series but surprisingly refrain from mentioning any wars post-Vietnam for comparisons 
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despite producing their series 40 years later. In Part 1, for example, the chronological 
narrative diverts from the French during the turn of the 19th century to point out 
similarities with the American soldiers in the 1960s. Veterans recall stories of ambush 
and fear on the battlefield as they made the same mistakes the French did in 
underestimating the Vietnamese they were fighting; these recollections are revisited later 
chronologically. However, while the series makes reference to the Second World War 
from time to time, it makes no attempts to reminisce nostalgically as to discredit the 
Vietnam War as being morally different from previous wars. The series first introduces 
the Second World War as a means of introducing the Viet Minh and their struggles 
against the Japanese occupiers and French colonialists. In this way, the series defocuses 
the Second World War from the American narrative by instead emphasizing Vietnam's 
historical evolution before America's official entry. Later episodes, however, adhere to a 
focus on the war from an American perspective with scattered comments from the 
Vietnamese perspective. This technique is especially used in scenes of battle to make the 
narrative less linear or one-sided. However, it is not without its problems when it comes 
to narrative tone, which appears to favor the North Vietnamese more than the Americans.  
In such instances, the typical pattern would be that the American veteran 
expresses confidence upon entering the battle only to quickly realize that they ran into an 
ambush. A North Vietnamese veteran that was in the same battle would then chime in 
with a statement that Americans underestimated them as merely a handful of armed 
peasants. Following the conclusion of an artillery strike and cheering soldiers, the focus 
cuts to NVA colonel Nguyen Thanh Son, who explains the big advantage the communist 
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had over the American soldiers trying to find their way through the battlefield terrain. He 
describes the Americans as “very tall and slow” and lacking the knowledge of Vietnam's 
climate and customs which made it more difficult for them to fight the NVA and Viet 
Cong. A menacing piano number plays in the background during Son's statement as 
though his words were a forewarning for the physically-struggling American soldiers. 
There is typically a pause in the narration before the first strike on the battlefield, 
followed by an abrupt cut to the sound of gunshots and footage of soldiers lying in cover 
from an ambush. In the following sequence, as Lt. Philip Caputo affirms the Viet Cong's 
advantage over the terrain in the next shot, the narration cuts abruptly to yet another 
instance of gunfire and American soldiers dragging their wounded to safety. This is a 
typical pattern throughout the series, where each battle the Americans walk into either 
result in heavy losses or the objective (see Hill 875 discussed later in this chapter) they 
fought for ultimately meant nothing. It is jarringly comical that the emphasis of these 
battles place Americans' defeat at the forefront of the narrative and smug statements from 
the opposition to reaffirm the futility as though the narrative was not already blatant 
enough about American moral defeat. 
While the series presents American veterans as defeatist, the audience is left to 
wonder about Vietnamese veterans. There is, for example, the story of Nguyen Nguyet 
Anh and Tran Cong Thang, a truck driver and an engineer on the North Vietnamese side, 
the former of whom drove cargo trucks at night and was very vulnerable to aerial 
bombings. In their experience, they describe the fear of untimely death by American 
planes or the worse thought of losing one another during the war; fortunately, they did 
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survive and married each other after the war. This is the closest narrative the series has to 
offer for comparison to the Muller and Dvorshock couple in Davis' documentary. In 
Davis' documentary, for example, he includes a scene where he visits physically-disabled 
veterans in an infirmary, watching them learn to walk again and getting used to their new 
prosthetic. Burns and Novick do not explore this aspect of the war aside from one very 
brief mention of a veteran’s leg injury, which is nonetheless incomparable to those who 
returned home with prostheses and who lost more than just their dignity. There is a 
segment where a veteran describes his experience with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) where he ends up assaulting a man on the streets for honking his car. One would 
argue that, though this account is clearly sympathetic towards him, Burns and Novick 
appear to forget that there are other, more positive examples that could have been shown 
in the documentary, such as the aspect of remarriage and American veterans being re-
accepted into their own communities. In some regards, emotional and psychological scars 
are harder to define. In this way, the lack of physically-damaged veterans in the series 
appears to speak differently about the Vietnam War when comparing it to previous wars 
fought by Americans. 
The camera focuses on the interviewees and enhances the story through subtle 
visual and aural elements that do not detract attention from the veterans; their stories are 
the focus of these sights and sounds. Instead of focusing strictly on interviews, the 
documentary makes clever use of existing footage from the war, from burning villages to 
nighttime firefights amid wreckage, to recreate the stories. Visually hazy and at times 
dream-like, the spliced footage captures the haunting memories of war as akin to a 
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recurring, recollected nightmare veterans live through again and again. Veteran Roger 
Harris imitates the sound of artillery shells bombarding the Dong Ha air base while the 
audiences visibly hear actual explosions accompany his own immersive storytelling. 
Sounds of ricocheting bullets, mortars and blood-curdling screams that fade in and out of 
earshot in another veteran's recollection of an ambush his platoon experienced during a 
mission. The impact of the narrative engages the audience even more with these 
minimalistic special effects. Unlike past documentaries, the stories are not just being told 
plainly to the audience but is in fact inviting the audience into the minds of the veterans 
that experienced them first-hand. Imagine if Marshall in Hearts and Minds recalling his 
own awestruck reaction to his close shave with napalm got the same style of storytelling; 
the biggest difference to the storytelling would be the inclusion of emotionally 
heightened music that distracts the audience from the documentary as a whole and brings 
them into the moment, which is not uncommon with the Burns and Novick 10-parter 
series. Even so, Burns and Novick employ music in other ways not only to shape their 
narrative but also to establish ironic commentary.  
The series makes extensive use of its original soundtrack to convey emotional 
climates of events from 1955-1975, often in supportive contexts of the anti-war 
movement and used as irony or contempt towards the opposite. The Vietnam War codes 
each side by having two distinctly different sets of film scores on top of period music, 
each used according to whose narrative is being presented to the audience. When 1960s 
rock is absent during scenes of battle, a more aggressive, industrial rock score composed 
by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross accompanies the Americans into scenes of battle, 
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where tensions brood and fear constantly looms over soldiers. On the other hand, Yo-Yo 
Ma's collaboration with The Silky Road Ensemble provides a soothing counterpart to 
Reznor and Ross' more hard-hitting and gloomy scores with a gentler sound that fills the 
narratives with simplistic string arrangements in often serene and tragic soundscapes. 
Notably, Ma's scores typically accompany the Vietnamese interviewees or when any 
interviewee refers to Vietnam's landscape and culture. As such, the traditional-sounding 
music from Ma and the ensemble codes the appearance and mention of Vietnam as an 
exotic place of natural beauty and seemingly peaceful. One example affirming this 
happens in a segment where Lt. Philip Caputo recalls the first time American troops 
landed on the shores of South Vietnam and how taken aback he was by the beauty of the 
land and the welcoming Vietnamese women. In this instance, Ma's score affirms the 
veteran's first glimpse of Vietnam as comparable to the mystical Shangri-La, effectively 
exoticizing Vietnam as a place untainted (for the most part) by American involvement at 
this stage. The mood directly shifts hereafter as an uneasy tension develops between them 
and the Vietnamese locals, one particularly mistaking them for the French. There is an 
ambient metallic ringing in the background as narrator Peter Coyote explains the mistrust 
between the locals and the Americans of who is actually fighting to save who. Earlier, the 
same subtle technique happens during the landing on the shores of Danang as Americans 
were prepared to fight their way ashore and its presence here again makes it clear that 
paranoia runs deep despite the warm welcome. Burns and Novick has many other 
instances such as this one where the mood shifts quickly between narrative development 
and perhaps reflects the war itself outstandingly as one tempered by doubts. This scene 
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resembles the battle narratives of the Battle of Dak To in Part 5, as Col. Matt Harrison 
describes in the aftermath of Hill 875: “The battle was a microcosm of what we were 
doing and what went wrong in Vietnam. There was no reason to take that hill. And I 
doubt that there's been an American on Hill 875 since November 23. We accomplished 
nothing.” [emphases added] - a common conclusion to most of the American-North 
Vietnamese battles over territories within the series. 
Unlike the Burns and Novick series, Davis and de Antonio both shied away from 
incorporating original soundtracks and 1960s music as a narrative-driven technique. 
Their documentaries, Hearts and Minds and In the Year of the Pig respectively, 
incorporated patriotic war songs from both World Wars particularly to mock the lost 
meanings of patriotism in the war. As was seen in In the Year of the Pig, scenes of French 
graves and wrecked military vehicles littered the landscape while a version of “La 
Marseillaise” played with traditional-sounding instruments insinuates the reality of the 
French losing its grip over its former colony. Additional interpretation over the choice to 
use this particular rendition of “La Marseillaise” by de Antonio serves as a distorted 
version of French nationalism through a bastardization of its anthem. It appears here as a 
comment on the Vietnamese rebelling against its colonizers to reclaim their identity as an 
independent country. The song's conflicted style is an allegorical clash between 
Vietnamese heritage and French nationalism. In Hearts and Minds, American soldiers 
march into a village, ransacking and harassing it to the tune of Billy Murray's “Over 
There,” a rallying patriotic song re-contextualized here in an ominous context of 
Americans invading Vietnam. The earlier example of a “butchered” French anthem not 
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only plays with the visual destruction of the French force but likewise plays with the idea 
of French nationalism itself being phony to the Vietnamese. In the context of “Over 
There” in Davis' documentary, however, the song remains untampered with; yet the 
visuals of destruction still accompany the song as a matter-of-factly affirmation that 
Davis nonetheless shares a similar stance towards the war in his presentation. The use of 
the song in this way implies that patriotism is an illusion or that it is heavily distorted 
from realities such as of war and domestic restlessness. To that extent, it alludes to an 
American perception of the war (and the world) as a place that needs the kind of 
democracy America brings into their nation. Davis' documentary twists the song's lyrics 
of rising up to “the Huns” (referring to WW1-era Germans) into a new context of false 
delusion of a “heroic America” of yesteryear. In his context, the Americans are no better 
than the French who colonized Vietnam for half a century. Bluntly putting it, the 
audience knows that the enemy being fought is hard to define and those typically affected 
are the innocents who lose their homes and lives. Americans are entering an unjust war in 
order to fight people deemed “savages” and to, more importantly, win the war for the free 
world. Ironically, the country’s insistence to win the war against the North Vietnamese 
would also be its undoing. 
The Vietnam War incorporates patriotic music in a less ironic manner, the most 
notable being a recurring, soft piano rendition of “My Country, 'Tis of Thee”. This 
number appears during scenes of tearful reunions and sorrowful reminiscence where the 
audience is invited to unanimously empathize with interviewees retelling their stories. It 
is an emotionally tired if not hopeful tone different from de Antonio's more sarcastic and 
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barbed approach but still closer to Davis' more basic style. Other times, patriotic music 
serves as a reassurance of hope when circumstances seem dire. In Part 6, Hal Kushner 
remembers a camp commander gloating about America’s divided public and how the war 
is unwinnable without full support from its people. The audience sees black and white 
footage of North Vietnamese civilians chanting in unison, superimposed over an empty 
POW camp at night like ghosts of NVAs killed. The unsettling traditional music and the 
visuals appear to imply that while the North Vietnamese will unites the people, they are 
going to win the war; a sense of hopelessness immediately pits against the audience. But 
then, the song appears after the sequence with Kushner recalling a more optimistic 
narrative: 
And they would not let us sing patriotic songs [on July the Fourth]. But 
sometimes we would softly sing at night. And we understood that despite 
different backgrounds and different socioeconomic backgrounds, difference races, 
different religions, that we were Americans. 
 
The song rebukes the camp commander’s words by introducing a moment of unity 
among the American POWs in contrary to the state of America’s communities. The 
aforementioned Kushner example demonstrates that the presence of patriotic music can 
be a small sign of hope, there are other times where this brief moment of hope is instead 
shattered. At the end of Part 9, Hanoi finally agreed to release Americans POWs from its 
prisons. Everett Alvarez, one of the first American POWs, steps off a plane to give a 
humbled speech about keeping faith (“Faith in God, in our president, and in our 
country.”), followed by Ray Charles’ gospel-like rendition of “America the Beautiful” 
introducing Hal Kushner’s return home. The song speaks to the homesickness of the 
American POWs and serves as a big hurrah during their send-off, welcoming them back 
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into American society. The song ends on the image of a veteran embracing his family, as 
the song ending is cut short by the sound of a reverse cymbal, as narrator Coyote strikes 
the audience with a series of troubling questions that remain as Americans POWs came 
home: 
“How long could the South Vietnamese government survive? What was the value 
of American promises, and American sacrifice? And how long would it take for 
the wounds of war to heal?” 
 
The built-up of this segment, while celebrating the return of American POWS, led up to 
an emotional whiplash that asks the audience very promptly, “But at what cost?” This 
tone continues into the next episode of the series. Beginning with Part 10, Kushner recalls 
the emotional reunion with his family, after being imprisoned for half a decade in Hanoi. 
As he narrates his story, “My Country, 'Tis of Thee” can be heard faintly in the 
background; the segment appears to congratulate Kushner's survival with a well-deserved 
narrative of his warm welcome home.  Unfortunately, the series interjects this moment by 
stating that Kushner, along with most American veterans returning home, did not remain 
married. Even when the segment gives their brief moment of happiness the solemn 
respect it warrants, the series reminds the audience of the fleeting nature of optimism as 
temporary. 
Unlike the solemn use of patriotic music, 1960s rock music accompanies 
moments of confusion, chaos and violence as dissonance between lyrics and imagery. 
These moments range from the bombing runs where the plane performs a “ballet in the 
sky” to Steppenwolf's “Magic Carpet Ride”, to the implicitly preachy lyrics referring to 
the U.S. government sending more young Americans to die by The Rolling Stones' “Play 
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with Fire”; the latter's usage however is closer to a protest song due to its sober mood. In 
Part 6: “Things Fall Apart” (January 1968-July 1968), The Beatles' “Tomorrow Never 
Knows” juxtaposes with images of dead soldiers and civilians on the chaotic streets of 
Saigon during the Tet Offensive. The lyrics “Turn off your mind, relax and float 
downstream. It is not dying, it is not dying” punctuates on the zooming of corpses and of 
those caught in the crossfire. The comparison between meditative state of mind and dying 
makes the two eerily synonymous, echoing interviews where veterans express their 
acceptance of death upon being hit. Similarly, the lyrics “it is not living, it is not living” 
accompanies captured Vietnamese men escorted away by American soldiers, presumably 
to be interrogated if not executed. The song reconstructs this segment with a sardonic, 
nihilistic air where living and dying appear indistinguishable from or synonymous to one 
another but ultimately meaningless in war. Visually, the song's use in an otherwise 
unfitting context gives an ironic undertone to footage of protesters being beaten and 
soldiers in Vietnam dying in battle, as the world seemingly goes mad and devolves into 
violence. 
In Part 9, Nixon congratulates himself on the phone with Kissinger after a speech 
about withdrawing troops from Vietnam. This is followed by a montage of soldiers on the 
battlefield, some dead and some dying, while others are simply passing the time. The 
audience sees American soldiers playing a game of a chess, sitting around in groups and 
using recreational drugs. Narrator Coyote explains that, by 1971, troops morale was at an 
all-time low in U.S. history, noted by sight of soldiers in untidied uniforms and 
swimming in a pond, all while The Animals' “We've Gotta Get out of This Place” plays 
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over the segment. The song's significance, especially its title, perfectly captures the 
thoughts of G.I.s deployed to Vietnam and their eagerness to get out after years. A 
military disc jockey describes the song as their version of “We Shall Overcome” (Bradley 
and Werner location 313) because of the song's chorus' simplicity as a cry of desperation 
and a reminder to G.I.s that each individual is determined to live to see another day 
(Bradley and Werner location 325) through the war, to “get out of this place, if it's the 
last thing [they] ever do.” The song's chorus in this segment ironically reflects on the 
rampant presence of drug addictions among the troops, as an alternative way the troops 
were “getting out” by numbing their senses from the war around them. The audience can 
faintly hear the song's ad-libbing (“I know it, too, baby”) agree with General Creighton 
Abrams' statement of getting his troops out of Vietnam in order to save it. The last shot of 
the segment shows a soldier boarding a helicopter, his helmet reads “Goodbye Vietnam” 
on the side. 
While many instances of ironic soundtrack appear in the 10-part series, there are 
other occasions where Burns and Novick treats the soundtrack in a more straightforward 
context. That is, the soundtrack complements the situation at hand rather than give new 
meaning to it. At the beginning of Part 9 “A Disrespectful Loyalty,” veteran Karl 
Marlantes recalls his experience of coming home not with open arms but with hostilities 
from anti-war demonstrators. The lyrics of the Youngbloods' song “Get Together” 
highlights the homecoming veterans' feelings of confusion and hurt as a plea for 
understanding and conciliation where the divisive political climate back home has visibly 
spun out of control and blinded sensibility. The returning veterans were a symbol of pro-
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war values most vulnerable to mistreatment, as individuals subjected to judgment from a 
public increasingly weary of the war. And this song, like many other songs throughout 
the series, often convey the feelings of veterans in place of words. 
There are, of course, less subtle songs that reflect war in general, if not in regard 
to Vietnam. When Jane Fonda visits Vietnam in 1972, Joan Baez’s cover of Pete Seeger’s 
“Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” follows her to Hanoi where bombed ruins fill her 
with sorrow. The song sings about the cyclical nature of war, going from flowers to 
flowers from soldier’s grave, all while repeating “When will they ever learn?” each time. 
The song plays on the theme of destruction and reconstruction happening indefinitely 
because people fail to learn from war. Its presence in this segment marks it as an anti-war 
song since it sympathizes with the North Vietnamese’s suffering and laments the brutality 
of war, as much as Jane Fonda herself denounces the war.  
Songs such as Pete Seeger's “Waist Deep in the Big Muddy” and Bob Dylan's 
“With God on Our Side”, for example, directly if not knowingly imply cynicism 
regarding the war’s controversial nature. The former song clearly reflects the cynicism of 
the war and its heavy cost in American lives. While the two aforementioned examples do 
not strictly appear in the context of battle narratives and veterans, they nonetheless refer 
to soldiers as the victims of war who repeatedly die for a cause or for following orders. In 
Part 5 “This Is What We Do” (July 1967-December 1967), a crowd of protesters make 
their way to the Pentagon to confront officials in the hopes of stopping the war. Peter 
Seeger’s song, “Waist Deep in the Big Muddy”, tells a story about soldiers fording a deep 
river at the ill-advised orders of their captain who ends up drowning due to 
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overconfidence. The song serves as an allegory to the escalation of war in Vietnam, with 
the final verse alluding to then-President Johnson as the “big fool” telling Americans to 
“push on” and continue to unquestionably and dangerously carry on the war. Seeger’s 
song, coupled with the sight of protesters marching on to Pentagon, says otherwise that a 
number of the American public were growing tired of the war, confirmed by signs such 
as “HELL NO, WE WON’T GO” and “I’LL GO WHEN LYNDA BIRD GOES”. On the 
other hand, the song can reflect the thoughts of soldiers deployed to keep the public away 
from the Pentagon, following orders from higher-ups because they were told to. That is, 
while the military must unquestionably act against the people trying to bring their fellow 
soldiers home, officials insists that barring anti-war demonstrators’ efforts is the right 
thing to do. 
Bob Dylan sings about a similar theme of unquestioned servitude in his song 
“With God on Our Side”, but the concept comes more from a patriotic viewpoint guided 
by faith, of which the motto “In God We Trust” comes to mind. The latter song appears 
during the aforementioned segment about Mogie's upbringing, particularly underlining 
the recitation of the St. Crispin's Day Speech. From the start of Part 2, the song identifies 
Mogie’s patriotism as a timeless and ageless concept (“Oh my name it ain’t nothin’, my 
age it means less”). Mogie himself appears to devote his life to an ambition to serve the 
country and fight Communism, effectively devaluing himself as an individual but rather 
one of many Americans with the same ideals. The song points out the hypocrisy of 
nations claiming God is on their side despite their history of massacres. In this case, the 
song alludes to the innocents of Vietnam (which would infamously be accounted for later 
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in the My Lai massacres) as the ones dying because one nation believes God is on their 
side. If listened closely during Mogie's segment, the song's final verse concludes the 
segment but skips the lines “To hate them and fear them, to run and to hide”. Though this 
is likely an editing out of necessity, the omission of the lyrics singing about showing fear 
towards communists appear to reflect Mogie and other veterans' fearlessness in fighting 
Communism. But, at the same time, the appropriateness of the song in Mogie's attitude 
does seem at odds with his anti-communist stance and his eagerness to join the fight. 
Later on, the song becomes reflective towards for initially pro-war individuals like 
Mogie. By Part 6, Mogie becomes a weary supporter of the war, reluctant to return to the 
fight because of the horrors he experienced. The song becomes an ironic echo to the very 
lesson it preaches about history’s justification of killings as an act of God’s will. Dylan 
himself responds to an interviewer with “How do you know I’m not, as you say, for the 
war?” (Bradley and Werner location 894) when asked about his song’s supposed anti-war 
stance.  One could then argue that the song itself supports the war, to an extent. While the 
lyrics see noble qualities in war, it attempts to see through the necessary evil the war 
brings on its victims. The audience then has to wonder who the real victims or oppressors 
of war are. This relates to Burns and Novick’s concern with understanding and 
determining the pro- or anti-war positions of their interviewees.  
Hearts and Minds features a number of officials expressing pro-war views 
alongside individuals like General William Westmoreland (his infamous “Life is cheap in 
the Orient.” statement) and former prisoner-of-war George Thomas Coker, the latter of 
whom they used extensively. In those instances, Coker spouted pro-American values, 
		
67 
mentioning the importance of mothers and young men's duty to serve the country among 
other things, with a punchline of returning to fight in Vietnam if the country calls upon 
him. Coker's portrayal in Davis' documentary seemed unshakably supportive of the war, 
showing no regrets towards the war and resented draft-dodgers and anti-war protesters. 
More importantly, he called Vietnamese people “very backward and primitive – they just 
make a mess out of everything.” In Burns' documentary, interviewed veterans 
demonstrated an initially similar stance, becoming gradually less optimistic as the war 
dragged on. Some interviewees, contrary to Coker's statement, even referred to Vietnam 
as “beautiful” and could not understand why such a place could be war-torn. On the other 
hand, former pilot Randy Floyd in Davis' documentary shows overwhelming guilt when 
realizing his dropped bombs killed innocents and not merely wound enemy targets. He 
looks away from the camera, trying not to tear up, and remarks that Americans have tried 
very hard to not see the “criminality that their officials and their policy makers have 
exhibited”, visibly torn at the thought of a child being burned by napalm and thinking of 
his own children. Davis appears to portray Coker as a figure oblivious to such moral 
dilemmas or trying hard to deny them as war atrocities. In the series, former Marine 
Private Roger Harris describes experiences of Vietnamese spitting on their trucks and 
telling G.I.'s to go home, despite the initial thought that they (the Americans) were here 
to save South Vietnam from communist takeover because they needed help, “These 
people don't want us here. Why are we here?” While these veterans initially went to war 
with the same fighting spirit as Coker, their bravery quickly dissolved once each of them 
went into actual combat scenarios. American soldiers came to South Vietnam with the 
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mindset that they were liberating a country from Communism, but in reality they were 
foreign invaders to both the South and the North alike (Ward location 5521). 
In most cases, interviewees only voice concerns of the costs of war rather than 
how the war itself benefited them (e.g. the prospects of being supported post-war) or that 
Vietnam was personally important to them beyond fighting Communism. Burns and 
Novick's series focuses on the goal of “preventing the Communist takeover” as a main 
factor for most if not all the veterans who enlisted or were drafted, with few exceptions 
who expected to serve in a couple of tours before returning. Of course, having a narrative 
that treats the subject so linearly does not go without criticism. Mackubin Thomas Owens 
of Providence, for example, argues towards Burns and Novick's documentary as being 
formulaic and typical of post-Vietnam War perspectives where such documentaries place 
their emphasis on the narrative of flag-waving supporters' rise and fall in optimism. 
Additionally, he argues that the documentary series is too interested in the 
psychologically-wounded veteran(s) as “the only veteran worth listening” because they 
are “the one who has come to his senses and finally opposes the war.” (Owens, 3) as 
though resigning to the narrative of defeat. He asserts that while Burns and Novick do 
give spotlight to the American veterans as enduring hostility more than acceptance during 
the time, the series only invests in the stories with these progressive changes of 
viewpoints but not ones that remain unchanged. 
In defense of Burns and Novick's approach, the choice to present American 
veterans as being both pro- and anti-war and wanting to move on was clearly meant to 
avoid a narrative where America would seem otherwise unwilling to move on from a 
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decades-old war. Aside from informing the audience of the historical developments, 
Burns and Novick's other objective is to revisit a traumatic memory in American history 
and find reconciliation with the past. In the same vein, Hearts and Minds sees America as 
crippled and limping to its recovery from the war, while In the Year of the Pig sees a 
desperate America as constantly speaking of peace but conducting itself in the opposite 
way. These two documentaries were produced when the war itself was still topical in the 
minds of the American (as well as the Vietnamese) public. With the Burns and Novick 
documentary, the narrative goes through the same questions as the Davis documentary 
but additionally asking, “Can we put it in the past and find reconciliation?” as much time 
had passed since Davis made his documentary. By Part 10 of the series, aptly titled “The 
Weight of Memory” (March 1973-Onward), the focus shifts to the possibilities of 
mending old wounds and moving towards a more positive future between the two 
nations. One might even argue that The Vietnam War shares an ultimate objective with 
Hearts and Minds. The intentions of reopening these old wounds are not to solely invite 
criticism against the mistakes of politicians (though that is certainly a big focus) or even 
to justify the war itself. The series attempts to find acceptance in what has already 
happened and to have the courage to speak about it. That is, while the Vietnam War is the 
main backdrop of the 10-part documentary, the narration attempts to cushion the painful 
revisiting of the war as a mediator rather than an arbiter.  
Where the series revisits a handful of Americans to observe their change from 
being gung-ho to pacifist, there are fewer Vietnamese representations that follow to the 
same degree. In the case of the North Vietnamese, their stories lack the same evolution of 
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attitudes on the side of the Americans and South Vietnamese. Consistently, most of the 
North Vietnamese interviewees shared the sentiment that, despite an array of military 
firepower at their disposal, Americans tried in vain to counter the North's efforts to 
liberate and reunify the South. Each interviewee from the Communist Vietnamese side 
leaned on the same themes of sacrifice and unfaltering morale that makes them out to be 
dedicated and, above all, honorable fighters. In essence, it appears the North Vietnamese 
are the ones with something to celebrate as victors of a liberated Vietnam. The South 
Vietnamese and Americans, on the other hand, are weary and vulnerable to 
misrepresentation back home (more so for the latter), and they are not helped by 
Hollywood's mythical portrayal of American soldiers as drug-addicted baby killers. In 
contrast, the cocksure perspective of North Vietnamese interviewees overshadowed 
skepticism of the war's costs, both of lives and resources, giving them a more noble aura. 
According to the documentary, when the last U.S. troops flew out of Vietnam in March 
29 in 1973, 58,126 Americans and over 2 million Vietnamese from both sides had died in 
the war. However, North Vietnamese had much higher death rates than South Vietnamese 
and the Americans combined, and possibly more yet accounted for. The losses of the 
North Vietnamese strongly echoes Westmoreland's “life is plentiful and cheap in the 
Orient” statement as something matter-of-factly than an assumption made on the grounds 
of hauteur. The former's inclination to sacrifice lives in order to liberate and reunify 
Vietnam at any cost linger between the words of one Vietnamese veteran; former Viet 
Cong colonel Nguyen Van Tong remembers his youngest brother, Nguyen Thanh Hoang, 
who was killed in action during the war. He mentions the location of his brother's grave, 
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but then leaves the audience with one other tragedy that came with Hoang's death: 
My brother had a fiancée. He brought her home to meet our mother. My mother 
was very happy to have her as a daughter-in-law. When my brother was killed, 
she refused to marry another man, and took her own life instead. 
 
A shot shows Hoang's grave as clearly marked with his name and time of death, unlike 
the nameless cemeteries of fellow soldiers who were never found during and after the 
war. The presence of a portrait photo gives the dead an identity and a place to mourn. 
Tong's story is not a mere mention of a couple's death but ponders over the fate of 
families when soldiers do not return home, as well as the families that never were. While 
the case of Hoang is indeed heartbreaking. the real tragedy of the war comes from those 
nameless graves without families and without a narrative within the series. Though the 
North Vietnamese interviewees often reflected back on their war experience as 
triumphant, they equally expressed sorrow, regret, as well as survivor guilt when 
remembering family and comrades in arms who did not come home. Former NVA foot 
soldier Bao Ninh recalls how he was the sole survivor of six young men drafted from his 
apartment: “I was one of very few who experienced the joy of coming home” (Ward 
location 15713) The documentary mentions propaganda as a factor in keeping quiet about 
losses and celebrating each battle as (contrary to the outcome) victorious to bolster 
morale. Civilians found out through foreign and enemy radio stations of their heavy 
losses (Ward, location 8746), where censorship kept morale high by enforcing citizens to 
not visibly mourn or question the whereabouts of missing soldiers. In Part 10, General Lo 
Khac Tam mentions being asked to this day by families of soldiers lost to the war; so 
many lives were lost that not even he can account for all of them. In another instances, he 
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mentions losing a lot of his compatriots to the war and always remembering it whenever 
he heard a patriotic song: “But I didn’t cry. I held back my tears. The war we fought was 
so horribly brutal that I don’t have the words to describe it. I worry, how can we ever 
explain to the younger generation the price their parents and grandparents paid?” (Ward 
location 4192). Former NVA soldier Nguyen Ngoc describes the war as “a heroic song, 
but it was also a great tragedy” (Ward location 15833). The documentary narrative 
sympathizes with the North Vietnamese, not only of their victories but likewise their 
losses. As for the Americans, the attention paid to their losses appears to far outweigh 
their victories and serves as a reminder of defeat, not only in the sense of the war but 
futures ruined. 
The series establishes the construction of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and 
veterans revisiting Vietnam as the two significant turning points for American veterans 
coming to terms with the past. The latter, especially, highlights the personal will between 
the former enemies to put their past behind them for a better future; an action voluntarily 
made by the veterans rather by officials like the war. Bao Ninh recognizes the veterans of 
both sides as the ones who saw the problems of the country and worked to rebuild it, 
planting trees and building schools. In footage and photographs, Vietnamese children 
crowd around American veterans with curiosity and laughter. The signature pan-and-
zoom effect is present in this segment for emotional emphasis: zooming out from shots of 
smiling faces to reveal veterans walking alongside Vietnamese children (“veterans had 
begun coming back on their own”); zooming in on a veteran being silly in front of 
children (“revisiting the places they have fought”); zooming out from grasping hands to 
		
73 
reveal an American and a Vietnamese veteran shaking hands  (“meeting old foes”). The 
series establishes these optimistic images as early signs of newfound relations between a 
newer generation of Vietnamese farther from the war as well as a reconciliation with the 
older generations of Vietnamese with American veterans. One of these men, Lieutenant 
Michael Heaney describes the initial uneasiness between him and the Vietnamese veteran 
groups he visited who eventually took him under their wing. They honored those lost in 
the war from both sides and in Heaney's words, “You don't get closure, but you get some 
peace.” While Heaney's story is not a perfect resolution for the war, it fares close enough 
to mark the beginning of positive experiences post-war encouraged by the series. Burns 
and Novick acknowledges that while Vietnam has largely healed since the war, the ghosts 
remain - the land still littered with explosives and soldiers never found. Though the 
Vietnamese can finally move on from their past, there still remains the remnants of war 
that will take more time to move on from. Even the victors of war begin to doubt the 
necessity of the war: 
The war is over. Now we need to focus on living. What is most important is to 
find some meaning, some lessons in the war for our lives. -former NVA soldier 
Nguyen Ngoc, Part 10 
 
The memorial wall superimposes over the peaceful image of a rowing boat out in the 
ocean to introduce the still unsettled atmosphere of America post-war. Americans have 
yet to find comfort in their newfound self-doubt left from the war and, as the narration 
implies, have yet to fully embrace the lessons of defeat. The images of protesters and 
U.S. presidents convey a sense that America still emphasizes the bad experiences of war, 
despite the small efforts by veterans to reconcile. Even with such a downbeat conclusion 
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for Americans, the series tries to move on from this by focusing on epilogues for a 
handful of interviewees, some already taking the lessons of war and teaching it to future 
generations. Burns and Novick do not end the series on the same pessimistic note as were 
the case with Davis' and de Antonio's. Rather, the 10-part series holds onto a hope in its 
narrative that both nations can learn from the war and move forward together while 
looking back on it with a sorrowful air. The series ends on an epilogue of a few 
interviewees to demonstrate that those once involved in the war have managed to move 
forward and become writers, educators, family counselors, and more, changing their 
communities as a result. To the same effect, Coyote's closing statement affirms that 
lessons come from these individual stories, particularly referring to the interviewees who 
will be the ones rebuilding themselves for the future: 
 
The Vietnam War was a tragedy, immeasurable and irredeemable. But meaning 
can be found in the individual stories of those who lived through it, stories of 
courage and comradeship and perseverance, of understanding and forgiveness 
and, ultimately, reconciliation. (Ward location 15847) 
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CHAPTER THREE: CIVILIANS AND THE MEDIA 
 While veterans and sometimes leaders experienced the war firsthand, whether on 
the battlefield or playing a hand in orchestrating it, the American public remained 
physically isolated from the effects of the war. As the war abroad dragged on, the cultural 
war back home was only beginning between generations of Americans and, according to 
the documentary, was “tearing communities, neighborhoods, even families apart.” 
Understandably, like veterans, it would be hard to represent civilians with only a few 
interviewees voicing their opinions. Instead, the series uses the media as a representative 
source of opinion towards an event while keeping in mind the division within the public 
opinion through the use of Gallup polls. 
 Unlike Burns' Civil War documentary, where photographs and letters home 
served as the primary documentation of the war, The Vietnam War has both film footage 
and audio tapes, which provide a more visually and aurally accessible view of the war. 
Because of this, Burns and Novick frequently make visual connections between the war 
and the media, reminding the series’ audience that what is being shown in the moment is 
real footage seen and heard by audiences from that era. In Part 2, Burns and Novick use a 
montage to demonstrate the indifference of the American public towards the war at the 
time. The series’ audience sees a bustling, crowded city street, the New York Yankees on 
a television screen, and a newspaper headline about Marilyn Monroe's death. In quick 
succession, the series establishes through Peter Coyote's narration and these images that 
the American public is a heavy consumer of media, indifferent to the U.S.'s increasing 
involvement in Vietnam and unaffected by deaths overseas. This montage is a huge 
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contrast from an earlier segment about the Strategic Hamlet Program8 and the more life-
and-death circumstances of the Vietnamese public. The presence of the Civil Rights and 
anti-nuclear movements interrupts this brief facade of a carefree American society. It 
establishes secondly that there is restlessness growing within the country that is slowly 
boiling to the surface. The segment resembles the ending of Davis' Hearts and Minds 
(discussed later in this chapter) and its torn narrative between a celebration of being a 
united country and the reality of being divided in many ways. An old woman speaks in 
front of a camera (her presence framed in a television screen) that Khrushchev and 
Kennedy should be kept on an island until they could come to an agreement regarding the 
arms race. Taking note of the New York Yankees and the old woman in the earlier 
montage, Burns and Novick use this technique of replicating the physical presence of 
television to remind the series’ audience of the nightly news' and its close coverage of the 
war in Vietnam alongside the one escalating back home. In the same way that they 
provide archival footage from the war to create the mindset of a veteran on the battlefield, 
Burns and Novick attempt to create a physical distance between the series’ audience and 
the events unfolding, as mere spectators unable to control the situation. In that regard, the 
series reminds the audience that what they are seeing are not always first-hand accounts 
of events, and at times, are condensed or limited perspectives of the full picture. By 
using, for example, televisual static as interruptions to events, Burns and Novick break 																																																								
8 According to the documentary, it was a method of pacification meant to “gain control of the 
countryside by concentrating the rural population into thousands of fortified settlements... meant to 
keep out the Viet Cong.” The U.S. and South Vietnamese promised protection and resources to “win 
the hearts and minds, and loyalty” of the rural population. Unfortunately, the population were those 
forced from their homes; corruption and failure to ensure protection further alienated and angered the 
hamlets. Officials were more interested in killing the opposition than convincing them. 
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the immersion and coherency of the footage to present it as if it were appearing on 
television. 
 In Part 3 “The River Styx” (January 1964-December 1965), CBS News 
correspondent Morley Safer follows a platoon to Can Ne to report a typical operation. As 
he starts to narrate the grimmer picture of the Vietnam War, he is presented (in both 
voice and image) over photographs of people at home watching the television, 
occasionally shifting between the photographs and his onscreen presence. Safer continues 
to describe the nature of the operation as a raid on villages full of innocent civilians, 
tallying the wounded, the dead and the convicted (“wounded three women, killed one 
baby, wounded one Marine, and netted these four prisoners”) and notes that “president 
promises” will do little to help win the trust of the Vietnamese in this war. The 
photographed individuals appear stunned and bewildered by Safer’s reports on the 
television, as they watched and listened intently to him. The silence of the photographs 
appears to convey the silent disbelief of the viewers at home witnessing the questionable 
actions of the war on Vietnamese lives. The sequence describing Vietnamese civilians 
terrorized by American troops acts as a rebuke to an earlier footage (also physically 
framed in a television) of President Johnson reassuring reporters that American objective 
remains the same in Vietnam, denying increased involvement of U.S. troops. Here the 
series’ audience and the imagined viewers clearly see U.S. soldiers ransacking and 
burning down the huts of “the old and very young” peasants. The segment reaffirms the 
very different nature of the war in contrast to what narrator Coyote calls the Second 
World War's “enthusiastic, unquestioning, good guys fighting and defeating bad guys” 
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type of report. Much like the ironic use of “Over There” in Davis' Hearts and Minds, this 
more straightforward use of news broadcast footage refutes Johnson’s words as false 
reassurance for viewers at home. 
 Similar instances happen throughout the Burns and Novick series where excerpts 
of events abroad and presidential speeches appear on an old television set to give the 
series’ audience a further sense of authenticity and in the immediate escalation of events. 
That is, Burns and Novick make the audience of their series imagine themselves in the 
moment when the news broadcast first aired to the public. In another sequence in Part 7 
“The Veneer of Civilization” (June 1968-May 1969), the series’ audience sees a glimpse 
of the riot police confronting the demonstrators on the aforementioned television set, with 
reporter Gabe Pressman aptly stating that “the whole world is watching.” It then cuts to a 
photograph of LBJ and his family gathered in the bedroom to watch the Democratic 
convention but witnessing the riots. Additionally, the series’ audience is judging LBJ as 
well, whether for inaction or because of his temptation to thrust himself back into the 
presidential race at the sight of civil unrest. The connection between the footage and the 
photograph appear to convey two things: the series’ audience is witnessing the events in a 
replicated real time but also that these events visibly affect people in their own 
households despite not being there. In other words, the mindset of the series’ audience 
confines them to the space of the home where they see glimpses of the war and the 
demonstrations mainly on the nightly news. 
The television set physically frames these events as being more broadcast in 
nature than archival footage, the footage confined inside a squared border. At times, the 
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television also changes channels or, as mentioned before, interrupts footage with 
television static noises to see a different angle of the same event or hasten to the outcome. 
During the Watergate hearings, the television interrupts thrice with static noise between 
two testimonies regarding blackmail; the television shows particular interest in these 
hearings and a broadcast's provocative description of the scandal as “the most serious 
constitutional crisis in [American] history”. When Nixon finally comes on the television 
to deny his knowledge of the Watergate scandal, the television suddenly shuts itself off as 
though uninterested to hear Nixon's self-defense. In this way, the physical framing of the 
television actually defies the idea of the medium as a passive spectator of events and 
instead suggests the device has a mind of its own, and moreover, that it is curious about 
developing events and is apathetic towards cover-ups and dishonesty. Burns and Novick 
uses this as a way of showing how out-of-touch the words heard in television can be in 
conjunction with what the audience already knows so far, as with the example of Nixon's 
words being shut out after the revelation of the Watergate scandal. The visuals already 
deem him as untrustworthy for covering up his involvement. The television also 
introduces certain events, ranging from subtle introductions to the format of a breaking 
news. 
Related to the television’s apparent autonomy, the television’s varied 
introductions to events helps to both simulate the televisual liveness (that is, the seeming 
state of real time occurrences) and highlight the significance of the corresponding 
situations. The riots, for example, come in the form of breaking news immediately as a 
response to the Democratic National Convention before Coyote's narration gives the 
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audience context. In Part 6, the television turns itself on and slowly gets in focus on an 
interview between reporter Warren Rogers and General Westmoreland about his 
confidence of winning the war. At one point during this interview, the frame suddenly 
disappears and the camera gets closer to Westmoreland onscreen. This can be interpreted 
as a literal shift in perspective as Westmoreland switches from the mention of statistics to 
elaborate further on the idea that victory is a sure thing only if the nation believes in it. A 
reverse cymbal sound punctuates his final statement which is now echoed towards the 
North Vietnamese mobilizing in preparation for their own victory. The constant shifting 
of perspectives, both literal and figurative, guides the narrative away from being too 
focused on one angle of an event and, similar to seeing two sides of a battle, the audience 
hears accounts from different sources: from civilians, from the news broadcast, and from 
the president. 
At times, the shifting perspective is not between two people but one person and 
two statements made side by side, as well as its tendency to contradict. The cuts between 
these instances add additional layers to how the series allows the audience to read the 
restructuring of raw archival footage, whether when condensed or intercut between 
analogous things. In Part 8, the audience first hears the voice of PFC Paul Meadlo over 
the photograph of a dirt road scattered with bodies. The questions first heard from 
correspondent Mike Wallace are “What kind of people? Men, women, children? Babies?” 
responded accordingly by Meadlo in a matter-of-factly tone of voice. It then cuts to 
Meadlo on the television – dark-haired, thick-framed glasses, oversized sweater. For a 
veteran confessing to war crimes committed on the orders of Lt. Calley, Meadlo seems 
		
81 
like an ordinary human being, his voice and facial expression visibly broken when 
recalling how many he killed in the My Lai Massacre. The camera cuts to a closer view, 
the same footage unrestricted by television borders as though televisual aesthetics could 
affect the weight of the next statement from Meadlo. The television borders are present 
during the questions about civilians killed but gone once Meadlo starts to show a more 
emotional side of his platoon's actions and how it led up to the massacre. Meadlo 
mentions losing a compatriot prior to the incident and how his conscience at the time 
made the killings feel right. If going by the interviews’ confessional narrative, the 
intimacy of a pre-recorded interview and a live television are two different atmospheres. 
In one way, the absence of the screen makes Meadlo's statement appear more genuine to 
the audience because of its mise-en-scéne’s close resemblance to the series’ own 
interviews. On the other hand, the lack of a border can likewise devalue the personal 
quality of statements made by Meadlo as somehow not credible because, in the 
perspective of the television viewers of that era, its presence off of television makes it 
seem less authoritative. Through the replication of live television, perhaps Burns and 
Novick acknowledge the other aspect that, while indeed the audience sees the events as 
they are in the series in much the same way as the nightly news, the truth is up to the 
audience to determine themselves. In that case, the narratives within the series, while 
indeed subjective to the individual, are not exactly interpreted uniformly among different 
audiences. Furthermore, the matter of subjective responses to such narratives bleeds into 
the ideological positions that interviewees and audiences hold. But, as Burns and Novick 
demonstrate, there can be greater overlap between nominally opposed ideologies than one 
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might expect.  
In Part 9, a long montage alternates between images of both the anti-war and the 
pro-war movements set to the tune of Youngbloods' “Get Together.” Veteran Karl 
Marlantes recalls the hostility towards him as a returning soldier and the confusion of 
seeing his country divided by the war. In his words, in regard to his mistreatment, he 
describes the actions of anti-war protesters as “heartbreaking” and “really wrong” as the 
lyrics continue to plead to other images of civil unrest. The audience sees a protester's 
sign ask “Why has patriotism become a dirty word???” (“You can make the mountains 
ring”) and the American flag burning in another photo during a demonstration (“Or make 
the angels cry”). In this brief comparison, the series strongly suggests the former as 
rational and the latter as destructive towards reunifying a divided America. Nonetheless, 
the narrative urges the two sides to find a common ground and make peace with one 
another. In the introduction's final shot, however, the audience sees masses of protesters 
gathered in front of Capitol Hill. The earlier song has disappeared by this point and the 
overlapping chants of “USA!” and “No more war!” become louder and louder as though 
competing. It appears that the plea for peace from the song now falls on deaf ears, aurally 
marking the start of the episode's timeline (May 1970-March 1973) as a turning point in 
American politics. 
Normally, the outro of the 10-parter series includes photographs reflective of the 
episode. For example, Part 9 includes post-war photographs of the interviewees and their 
families to reflect the timeline of the episode which, in this case, takes place from 1970-
1973 during the withdrawal of American troops. Of the ten episodes, Part 4 and Part 8 
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have an outro that cuts to black instead. In Part 4, the final remark from Carol Crocker 
concerns the death of her brother and how people will judge him for his role a soldier but 
not what his death means to her as family. Simon and Garfunkel's “Sound of Silence” 
accompanies this outro as a sorrowful reflection of the American public tearing itself 
apart; it mourns America’s inability to look beyond its political differences. Additionally, 
it demonstrates grief and mourning for soldiers sent to die in Vietnam. The choice of a 
blackened outro not only mourns for Denton “Mogie” Crocker but also the growing 
ignorance and misunderstandings within the American public. It literally overshadows 
the more personal meaning behind death and how the war overshadows the rationality 
otherwise shared between people.  
Despite the series’ mention of more than half (58%) approving the actions of the 
guardsmen at the Kent State shootings in a poll, Burns and Novick seem critical of the 
guardsmen’s actions. Part 8 also cuts to black for its outro after the Kent State incident 
and uses the protest rock song “Ohio” by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young to reflect the 
outcome of the chapter. It follows the same trait of mourning as Part 4 but applies it in 
the context of unarmed student protesters across the country who share a similar fate to 
the four in Kent State for criticizing the war. The choice of rock music, usually 
accompanying battle narratives and violent protests appear here as a sense of growing 
restlessness and outrage now visible and reflective of the timeline in 1969-1970, when 
the war had been going on for half a decade by that time. Even the song shows conflict 
with itself in the same way Americans feel over the incident. Neither the song nor the 
public can decide as a whole whether the guardsmen appropriately responded to the 
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situation or if the students should have heeded the warnings. 
While the documentary shows law enforcement as often aligned against social 
causes, the soundtrack in scenes such as this can be re-contextualized appropriately for 
either side. Though the lyrics of “Ohio” criticize Nixon and the guardsmen for the “four 
dead in Ohio” but then the reading of its lyrics are interchangeable. The lines “Gotta get 
down to it” and “Should have been done long ago” from “Ohio”, for example, could 
imply revolution or justifies suppressing the former's violent demonstrations. Similarly, 
the Beatles lyrics “Don't you know that you can count me out, in” from the song 
“Revolution 1” presented in the beginning of Part 7’s montage of riots around the world 
has a double context much like “Ohio” that reflects pacifism from either side, whether as 
a non-violent demonstrator or a reluctant guardsman. Even when the segment implies 
disapproval of violence on both sides, there is sympathy and pity behind the narrative. 
As established earlier, Burns and Novick make extensive use of archival footage 
to create events that seem livelier than still photographs. But not every event has its 
accompanying footage. When such instances occur, the series pieces together available 
photographs and audio recordings to create the illusion of immediate footage in the same 
way reenacted footage fills in for veterans' accounts. In an interview with Alyssa 
Rosenberg of The Washington Post, Novick explains the choice of sequencing 
photographs as a way of widening the reality of one photographic moment. She believes 
that showing photos that come before and after the iconic moment of an event reveals “a 
much broader world and different reality” than the one within the iconic photograph (20). 
With regards to her statement, the technique engages audiences more because the 
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audience sees more than just one action and emotion within one incident. In the case of 
the Kent State photo, Novick additionally reasons that the familiarity of showing one 
(usually cropped) photo only wears off its impact. By showing more than just the 
essentials (i.e. Vecchio kneeling over Miller's body), the audience sees the world beyond 
the frame. Like the “Ken Burns effect” of panning and zooming from photographs, this 
technique transforms a more static medium into something that appears more real like 
archival film. 
However, since the series constructs these scenes from still photographs, the 
constructed reality is one with some ambiguity entailing it, no less stylistically alluding to 
the debates on whether the guardsmen were given orders, shot in self-defense or were 
provoked by students. The Kent State incident has substantial amount of footage of the 
build-up tensions between the guardsmen and the students, including the burning of the 
ROTC building and groups of students waving their flags, yet the climactic clash between 
the two groups has no footage. This specific point of conflict that defines it as a shooting 
(i.e. the point where the guardsmen turn around and open fire) is the most ambiguous 
point within the long segment because of its photographic nature. That is, the inclusion of 
the technique disallows clear judgement on the incident by circumstantially having no 
film footage to show. This is despite the mention of Gallup polls in Part 8 where slightly 
more than half (58%) blame the demonstrators for their own deaths. Unfortunately, as a 
result, Burns and Novick represents a more straightforward narrative of guardsmen armed 
with live ammunition and opening fire upon innocent students. Even though the 
“footage” before the audience shows a chronological order of occurrences, the lack of 
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connection between each “shot” is evidently, visually unclear. The technique of piecing 
together photographs oversimplifies the already complicated nature behind the incident 
and its aftermath. The audience should keep in mind that Burns and Novick are telling the 
event as is, which makes the depiction objective to an extent, even when including a 
protest song like Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young's “Ohio” in Part 8's outro. Following the 
same pattern of using ironic soundtrack in scenes of brutality on the battlefield, Burns 
and Novick use the same technique when showing demonstrations and events back home. 
What results is a narrative that both sympathizes yet expresses cynicism towards 
demonstrators for their actions.  
On the other hand, the series faces another dilemma with the My Lai Massacre 
due to the absence of cameras during the incident and one persecuted individual 
representing the atrocity. Whereas Kent State’s narrative ambiguity came from its lack of 
visual evidence to an event that unfolded in view of the public, the My Lai Massacre is 
different in that it went unseen by the American citizenry. The series mentions the 
majority (79%) in a Gallup poll disapproved of Lt. Calley being the sole person charged 
with a life sentence, viewing Calley as a scapegoat for others involved in carrying out the 
same massacre. A television screen shows NBC correspondent Liz Trotta sitting at the 
front porch of Lt. Calley’s house and reading aloud letters from people across the 
country. These letters argue against the punishment of only Lt. Calley and criticize the 
government for not punishing the rest of the platoon or higher-ups. It seems the series 
disagrees with these opinions, noting the suspenseful music in the background, as the 
segment reveals more and more of the public disagreeing with the verdict. A man speaks 
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in front of a camera in a close-up shot, reasoning that when you send a man into combat 
to kill, it makes no sense to prosecute him for doing his job too well. The camera zooms 
out from an attention-grabbing headline of “The Calley Verdict: Who Else is Guilty?” on 
the Newsweek magazine cover. It slowly reveals Lt. Calley dressed in a service uniform 
in front of the iconic My Lai photo depicting dead civilians on the road. Coyote narrates 
on as the camera pans back to show the full magazine cover, “Some believed everyone 
involved should have gone to jail; others believed that Calley had been made a 
scapegoat.” This may also be a clever placement of Calley as the one physically covering 
up the details of the incident by being the “face” of the atrocity standing in the forefront. 
Unlike what happened with Kent State, the aftermath of the My Lai Massacre saw an 
individual taken as a symbol of the war’s immorality and persecuted for his involvement. 
But the music in the segment implies something more insidious behind the 
circumstances, as the narration further alludes to a deeper conspiracy behind the My Lai 
Massacre and how the outcome became a mild reprimanding. At one point, the segment 
shows a photograph of the White House, which appears to be surrounded by water. The 
photo is furthermore in black-and-white, giving it a gloomy mood. Coyote narrates over 
the image about how people felt everyone involved deserved punishment: “And still 
others felt a systemic failure of leadership had occurred in a chain of command that 
stretched all the way up to the commander in chief.” Visually speaking, this alludes to the 
trial being literally troubled water surrounding officials involved. But the image heavily 
implies Nixon as having a hand in the outcome of the incident. Ultimately, Lt. Calley 
served a severely reduced sentence and was paroled; everyone else involved was 
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acquitted or resigned. 
Neither Davis nor de Antonio’s documentaries offer an alternative perspective of 
the My Lai Massacre, focusing instead on such actions as one of many other atrocities 
committed during the war. With that said, the massacre's coverage in the series have the 
same purpose as dead bodies and serve to shock audiences with grisly imagery like the 
other two documentaries. While the series must keep an objective view towards such 
events, the inclusion of them tends to shame those involved more than inform the 
audience. 
Oliver Stone's Platoon (1986) is an example of a fictional representation that 
attempts to make sense of the moralistic principles and concerns pertaining events like 
the My Lai Massacre. The film features characters that represent the humane and 
inhumane sides of the war as though the two can be separated. The character Sgt. Elias is 
characterized as an honorable soldier who respects the ethics of war yet is morally loose 
enough to encourage recreational drugs among his men. His counterpart, Staff Sgt. 
Barnes, is characterized as ruthless but sober sergeant who aggressively pushes his men 
to follow orders without question, including killing innocents - a line Elias himself 
refuses to cross. As Elias plans to reveal the village massacre to the higher-ups, Barnes 
leaves him for dead in the next mission, leaving for dead the platoon’s voice of reason 
and father figure who prevented the inexperienced platoon from descending into 
madness. While Dittmar and Michaud argue that Stone’s film, along with other film 
representations of the Vietnam War, create a narrative where the war is reduced to moral 
dilemmas (location 2673-2678) in order to explain how soldiers can commit atrocities. It 
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ignores the politics and history behind battles in favor of making the war a personal inner 
battle instead. Two characters serve as surrogate fathers to a young recruit, acting as two 
halves of one another. With such black and white morality coding, Stone's film 
allegorizes the best of humanity with the worst, and yet the separation of the two here 
insists that there is a “good” and a “bad” soldier. But even so, in the case of Stone’s film, 
the two halves have their own flaws that borderline making them equally “bad” role 
models. Burns and Novick, though, depart from Stone’s narrow concern with individual 
moral dilemmas by connecting them with political implications of the war’s events, such 
as the fall of Saigon. 
 In Part 10, President Gerald Ford's address to a crowd mentions America 
regaining her sense of pride by choosing to not re-fight “a war that is finished as far as 
America is concerned.” The crowd applauds him only to be interrupted by a cut to the 
first explosions in middle of Saigon marking the beginning of the end of the Republic of 
Vietnam. Within this sequence, the series establishes the fact that the war is far from over 
for the Vietnamese of both sides. The withdrawal of American troops left South Vietnam 
vulnerable to North Vietnamese advancement with little resistance. 
The Jimi Hendrix Experience cover of Bob Dylan's “All Along the Watchtower” 
relates the rebellion or collapse of an established society (in this case, South Vietnam) 
and how individuals want to break free or escape before that happens. The line “there 
must be some way out of here” reflects rather darkly the desperation of escaping the 
advancing North Vietnamese. Once again, the soundtrack makes a mockery of life and 
death situations in Vietnam like the Tet Offensive segment from Part 6 of soldiers dying 
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to the tune of The Beatles. On the other hand, the song reflects the coming of change and, 
therefore, describes the coming of North Vietnamese and their objective of reunifying 
Vietnam. This is similar to an earlier segment where Led Zeppelin's “Kashmir” fanfares 
the advancing of North Vietnamese troops towards Saigon. The Hendrix song makes it 
clear that time is running out for Saigon and the South Vietnamese will either embrace 
the coming of Communism or, as seen here, flee the country by any way possible. 
General Duong Van Minh (now the new president of South Vietnam) calls for a cease-
fire in the midst of the chaos, asking Americans to leave within 24 hours. Like President 
Ford’s earlier declaration of abandoning South Vietnam, an explosion signals the next 
descent for South Vietnamese, this time marked by the last two American casualties of 
the war. 
The audience sees the streets of Saigon in a later segment, still crowded with 
activity with people going on about their day. Like its American counterpart back in Part 
2, Saigon seemed strangely peaceful and unaffected by the presence of North Vietnamese 
forces slowly advancing towards them: A boy shines a man’s shoe, a woman walks by 
with a carrying pole, and auto rickshaws flock to its clients’ destinations. Meanwhile, 
Tennessee Ernie Ford’s version of “White Christmas” plays somewhere on a radio where 
a broadcast notes the temperature is “105 degrees and rising” - the evacuation signal for 
Americans. The song sings about wishing for a time of happiness and joy (obviously 
Christmas) once had while the weather in Saigon is far from cold. In this case, it is the 
South Vietnamese who dreams of better days before the Fall of Saigon; the song also 
applies to the departing Americans, as an off-hand remark that they are all coming home 
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by Christmas. Just then, the initially calm atmosphere once again breaks into restlessness 
and surrounds the embassy. In the following sequences, the audience follows Philip 
Caputo out of Saigon, from the bus ride to the embassy and up into the sky in the 
helicopter. Shaky footage assumes Caputo’s point of view throughout his trip, riding on 
the bus, watching civilians attempt to climb over guarded embassy walls, and finally 
boarding the helicopter and leaving Saigon. If television screens in previous examples 
were to keep audiences within their homes, then the shaky camera here gives the opposite 
effect of bringing the audience into the scene and experiencing the panic surrounding the 
cameraman. In the final shot, Caputo peers over from the helicopter to see the entire 7th 
Fleet waiting to rescue South Vietnamese refugees. Caputo remarks that he feels “a sense 
of disbelief and relief at the same time,” seeing South Vietnam disintegrate into fear but 
thankful that he was finally out of Vietnam. But the return home would come with its 
own host of problems for veterans.  
In the concluding segment of Davis' documentary, the scenes of a homecoming 
parade intercut with a group of protesting American veterans demanding jobs (“Vets need 
jobs, not parades!”); the crowd of parade-goers jeer in response (“It's your country, not a 
toilet”, “They ought to go to Cuba or Russia – that's where they belong!”) to what they 
perceive as disrespectful display towards the patriotic celebration. This segment echoes to 
Everett Alvarez’s statement from Part 10 of the Burns and Novick series, about how 
America paid too much attention to the POWs but not to its homecoming veterans who 
sustained similar injuries of war. Like the ending of In the Year of the Pig with the Civil 
War-era statue, Davis ends his documentary with a tone of disenchantment towards 
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patriotism. Throughout Hearts and Minds, Davis shows the results of American military 
power as overwhelmingly harmful to Vietnamese families. Davis fixes his camera on a 
mourning family consisting of an old woman and children. In what feels like hours, the 
audience witnesses a coffin being lowered as the old woman desperately claws her way 
towards the grave in her grieving fit. Davis keeps the camera on the mourning for quite 
some time, letting the audience absorb the pain of their loss. In previous instances, he 
interviewed other families affected by the American bombings and how they coped with 
loss and the fear of death at any moment. An old woman living with her younger sister 
mentions losing another sister in a neighboring house that was bombed, and that the two 
have nowhere to go, being too old and weak to work or move. In another scene, a North 
Vietnamese man bemoans the death of his whole family in the aftermath of a bombing 
run. He angrily blames the Americans (but more specifically, President Nixon) for the 
loss of his daughter and how he may as well take his daughter's clothes too since he has 
nothing left. Davis appears to include these two examples of suffering Vietnamese 
civilians to not only show the consequences of the war but to also shame the ill-advised 
U.S. involvement. 
Later, Davis cuts to a row of empty graves waiting to be filled with South 
Vietnamese soldiers. As quick as it came, the scene quickly fades to black and back into 
focus with the introduction of a homecoming parade for American veterans. The grief 
and agony of the Vietnamese earlier is quickly replaced with a rushed celebration of 
returning American soldiers. Still, tension remains high within the nation, eventually 
building up to an outbreak of scuffles between the anti-war group and authorities. Davis 
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again cuts back to the more jovial atmosphere of the parades, this time to a woman 
twirling a baton while men in the crowd wolf-whistles at her. Davis implies heavily that 
the homecoming parade serves as nothing more than a deliberate distraction from 
American defeat and the reality of veterans coming home to a public whom have 
ceremoniously abandoned them with parades instead of opportunities. The next cutaway 
after the ensuing scuffle between the veterans and the police affirms the desire to forget 
the unpopular war. A costumed man dressed in red, white and blue encourages the crowd 
to be happy and smile because “everything isn't bad”. Davis is, of course, not condoning 
the unfair treatment of veterans by offering these distractions to the audience but is 
instead concerned about the nation's own treatment of what is frankly the result and 
mistake of supporting the war. Not only does the earlier cutaway from the graves imply 
Americans forsaking Vietnamese lives, but this final ending with the costumed man (who 
vaguely resembles Uncle Sam) affirms the American veterans themselves as likewise 
forsaken by their own country. In other words, the parade not only is a distraction from 
the woes of the public but can itself be read in the same way as the war: patriotism is 
extravagant but did little to win the war for a politically-divided country. It is highly 
reflective of an American public eager to forget the war and that denounces protesters as 
unpatriotic for reminding them of American defeat. 
Davis uses narratives from veterans to show the effects of war on individuals, 
while American civilians serve more as backdrops of the political climate of the country. 
He sparingly lingers on key events directly concerning the anti-war movement and 
instead focuses on the patriotic aspects of America, visiting Revolutionary War 
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reenactments and people on the street who feel unaffected by the war. He emphasizes the 
hubris and ignorance of the American public towards the war whenever he interviews 
them, some of which do not even know which side Americans are fighting for or even 
scoff at the idea of “Oriental politics.” On the other hand, Davis' interviewees include 
veterans as well as family and friends reflecting on the war's more personal impacts, 
ranging from an American soldier on AWOL to North Vietnamese peasants' outcries over 
aerial bombing. Davis focuses more on the human side of the war in much the same way 
Burns and Novick also focus on the harmful effects of war on a personal and societal 
level. For de Antonio, In the Year of the Pig never approaches civilians for commentary. 
His main interviewees consist of scholars, politicians and journalists who all express 
doubt and regret regarding the war; the documentary has no faith in the war to begin 
with. He likewise shies away from going in-depth into personal narratives and firmly 
lingers on bureaucratic narratives of the war, specifically looking at Vietnam's long 
history of fighting against other empires mightier than their nation. This, of course, leads 
him to place more focus on France’s defeat and its experience with Vietnam as a former 
colony in order to explain why the French think America should not continue fighting 
Vietnam. He puts no emphasis on death in the war either until the end when he alludes to 
Americans headed for moral defeat, where he shows battered American soldiers being 
escorted away. While neither are overly enthusiastic about American support of the war, 
both appear to warn Americans against being involved in any future wars similar to 
Vietnam, as neither see benefit from it other than the loss of lives on any side.  
In a segment before the Fall of Saigon, Nguyen Thanh Tung, a former NVA 
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female soldier from the war who was previously a mother of two, recalls losing her two 
sons (also soldiers like herself) to the war on the verge of victory in 1975. It then cuts to 
the many unnamed North Vietnamese cemeteries of those unidentified and still missing 
from the war. The Arlington cemetery superimposes over the North Vietnamese cemetery 
and the narrative changes its focus to Jean-Marie Crocker regarding her son’s death. The 
angle of the camera shows the Vietnamese gravestones as being close enough to one 
another to resemble one huge tomb. In contrast, the headstones in Arlington are spaced 
out, with Mogie's grave in the foreground of the others, spatially looking huger to show 
the magnitude of his death from his mother's perspective and the weight of his story 
throughout the series. Essentially, both sides grieve for their losses, but the North 
Vietnamese more so for those never found during and after the war, their graves simply 
marked with “martyr name unknown” and unable to find peace without proper burials. 
Jean-Marie Crocker mentions Americans still visit the American graves to pay respect to 
the dead; the difference here is that the American soldier has a known burial place, 
whereas the graves in Vietnamese cemeteries are unnamed. The segment blurs the line 
between motherhood and civic duty, whether through one’s enlistment or	raising	their	children with the right values, and furthermore presents their shared experience of 
having lost their sons in war. Additionally, this segment is about the narrative of being 
forgotten during and after the war and its relevance to moving on. That is, knowing that 
people still care about the war’s impact long after a soldier’s death is another essential 
aspect the series affirms as part of the reconciliation between generations. 
While the Vietnam War makes the bulk of the series and the documentaries, the 
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underlying narrative of the war itself concerns the growing unrest within nations, whether 
it is a civil rights demonstration or a protest against a warmongering government who 
refuses to acknowledge a losing war. Certainly, the war remains the emphasized rift 
between nations, but the series forgets that even the two nations need reconciliation 
between fellow countrymen. The series does offer its explanation of the North and South 
Vietnam finding no process of healing between one another, specifically mentioning the 
unaccounted dead of the war and barring South Vietnamese natives from grieving those 
deemed enemies of the state. Yet, if the series offers the narrative of Americans and 
North Vietnamese treating each other with respect and comradeship post-war, then it 
seems appropriate that a narrative offering peace between fellow Americans and 
Vietnamese should be no less important to the filmmaker's objectives. In other words, 
while indeed the objective of this documentary is to move forward by making peace with 
the war, it should not forget the disagreements that still remain between and within 
nations. 
Davis' Hearts and Minds depicts an American public still bitterly divided by the 
war, ending on a bleak conclusion where the war continues in the form of activism and 
political differences. At the time of Davis' documentary (1974), it had only been a year 
since the last American troops left Vietnam. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial would not 
be erected for another eight years, and it would be decades later until Burns and Novick 
would revisit the war. The representation of the war in Burns and Novick series can be 
best summed up over the decision of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and through the 
initial debates over its design. The memorial is “uglier” in comparison to its predecessors 
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from past wars, as a wall of black granite half-hidden under the ground and barely visible 
until up close. Understandably, those who opposed the memorial's design saw it as, to 
name a couple of remarks, “a tribute to Jane Fonda” and “a black scar...the color of 
sorrow and shame and degradation...in a hole, hidden as if out of shame” (Ward, location 
15745), insisting that the design saw the war as shameful or viewed the dead as victims 
rather than heroes. Even so, the memorial has an incredible allure that brings people 
together regardless of their feelings towards the war. The granite wall intercuts between 
each interviewed voice as a constant reminder of the lives lost and the effect of those 
losses on each interviewee. Each instance of intercut between interviews show the wall in 
various stages of condition and in different seasons, with each appearance giving the wall 
different meanings with regard to each interviewee’s thoughts. The constant presence of 
the wall between interviewees conveys the inescapable pull of the memorial to bring 
different families and friends together. A couple of interviewees who say they initially 
disliked the memorial's design grew to respect the design and share a similar narrative of 
coming back to the memorial ever since their first visits.  
Former anti-war activist Nancy Biberman expresses her sympathy towards the 
veterans for their sacrifice and how student protesters such as herself at the time had 
mistreated them without fully understanding their struggles. As she apologizes to the 
camera tearily, the camera cuts to a section of the memorial decorated with small 
American flags, both her confession and the flags suggest the possibility of recovery and 
hope following the memory of war. During Carol Crocker’s narrative, the camera eyes 
across the names as would a visitor tracing their finger over familiar names. Burns and 
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Novick allow the audience to experience her actions at the wall and the aura of seeing 
thousands of names, not only physically but emotionally overwhelming. In the next shot, 
the walls’ presence towers over the camera in a low-angle shot, blocking out most of the 
shot while reflecting the area behind the camera and what appears to be the Washington 
Monument. The name on the walls are unreadable from this distance, thus rendering each 
name’s significance indistinct from one another. The Washington Monument looks small 
in comparison to the wall and resembles a giant gravestone. While each name on the wall 
has personal meaning to friends and families, their communal sacrifice has a big impact 
on the American public. Carol Crocker remarks, “But now he wasn’t alone, either. He 
was in the company of people.” realizing that Mogie’s presence on the wall places him 
alongside others who made similar sacrifices and who will be remembered. 
In the final shot of the memorial, the Washington Monument stands erect in the 
background of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial with a flower wreath placed in front of it. 
In this shot, the segment refers back to the conflicted nature of patriotism and sacrifice, as 
well as the tension between age-old values and harsh realities. The Washington 
Monument, a symbol of great respect and admiration in remembrance of a Founding 
Father, stands in the background as a bleak beacon of greatness from an era long past. 
Musgrave's statement that the memorial “is going to save lives.” resonates strongly with 
the mise-en-scène of the final shot. The monument stays out-of-focus from the wall in the 
foreground, the latter of which appears to stretch towards the aspiring monument as 
though the sacrifices are not without its honors or lost in meaning. Across the various 
ways in which the wall appears throughout this segment—up close, from afar, covered in 
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snow, or decorated with a wreath—the existence of the wall offers comfort for those who 
survived. As narrator Coyote puts it: 
 
Nowadays, patriotism is a complicated matter. Ideas about heroism, or art for that 
matter, are no longer what they were before Vietnam. And there is certainly no 
consensus yet about what cause might have been served in the Vietnam War. But 
perhaps that is why the V-shaped, black granite lines merging gently with the 
sloping earth [convey] the only point about the war on which people may agree: 
that those who died should be remembered. (Ward location 15750) 
 
 
The Burns and Novick series offers wider narratives and greater number of 
interviewees in comparison to Davis' and de Antonio's documentaries. Unfortunately, the 
quantity of interviewees does not feel as expectantly diverse as the other two 
documentaries, each with a runtime of roughly two-hours. With the exception of 
interviewees, the lack of representative media greatly hinders the narrative in The 
Vietnam War when trying to make sense of the North and the South Vietnamese on their 
own terms, that is, rather than how these sides fit into an American narrative of the war. It 
is unsurprising when keeping in mind the criticisms of the series not doing justice to 
South Vietnamese perspective in relation to the war. Tatiana Sanchez of The Mercury 
News reported South Vietnamese (as well as American) veterans who noted the 
simplification of events and representations of people. The series is unable to pry away 
from the American-centric narrative understandably too common of past Vietnam War 
documentaries made by American filmmakers in spite of its objectives to have an 
encompassing look at the war. Certainly, the series cannot cover every aspect and attitude 
of the many sides of the war apart from nationalities and roles, but it leaves much to be 
desired with regards to South Vietnamese civilians among others. 
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Even Davis' and de Antonio's documentaries are guilty of this, offering a 
respectful if not sympathetic narrative towards the North Vietnamese through the earlier 
examples of bombed civilians. Their documentaries nonetheless emphasize the 
Vietnamese of both sides as victims of war, equally affected and angered. On the other 
hand, South Vietnamese narrative appears to be coupled with the American narrative as 
though the failures of the United States to protect and guide South Vietnam ultimately 
decides the fate of South Vietnam rather than the South Vietnamese deciding for 
themselves. In this way, the lack of representation likewise appears to undermine the very 
independence of South Vietnam as its own nation and not as an American puppet state, 
much to the chagrin of its former citizens and soldiers. 
To an extent, South Vietnam’s representation is where the Burns and Novick 
series appears to be the least objective when it comes to the representation of the 
atrocities of war with relation to South Vietnam. The series goes out of its way to show 
the audience the lives lost and families ruined by the war from both sides, but the side 
who suffers the most are often times the South. Of course, the audience sees joyous 
moments of the war, particularly with the release of American prisoners-of-war and the 
following reunion of families in Part 9 “A Disrespectful Loyalty” (May 1970-March 
1973) but there is no narrative that explores the reunion between South Vietnamese 
civilians following Vietnam’s reunification. The omission of a happy reunion, similar to 
how American battle narratives suffer from a defeatist perspective, is not because Burns 
and Novick forget South Vietnam’s significance. Rather, the omission is due to the 
series’ main focus on Americans. After all, the narrative follows Americans in and out of 
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Vietnam. But on the other hand, perhaps the lack of a reunion narrative for South 
Vietnamese is reflective of the circumstances following the loss of South Vietnam. In a 
way, while families certainly reunite with each other, the bigger challenge not often 
talked about is the ideological reunion between the South and the North and their 
oppositional past.  
While the narrative acknowledges the war as something experienced together, 
individuals continue to fight their own inner battles. While political division in the United 
States did not physically break the nation in half like Vietnam, America never fully 
recovered from the war. With that said, the series nonetheless hopes its interviewees will 
grow from and out of memories of war, and that future generations can learn from their 
experience. By that notion, unhappy marriages, separations and loss are all part of the 
past the series urges the audience and its participants to not dwell on. With that said, the 
series puts the perspective of lives lost into a humanistic context where it urges the 
audience to learn to move on from what is lost and what new beginnings can be found 
through loss. Burns and Novick demonstrate the impact of the war on lives living and lost 
as a cycle that destroys one another repeatedly if not learned from. Sometimes, in order to 
move forward, the details of the war are better left in the past and the perspective of 
starting anew is what the series ultimately implores to the audience. By concluding the 
series with The Beatles’ “Let It Be”, the series believes the road to recovery is to let 
things be: 
I felt relief that the killing, destruction, finally came to an end. I didn’t care which 
side won. To me, Vietnam won. Vietnam people won because they finally could 
live normally. -Duong Van Mai Elliott, Part 10 
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CONCLUSION 
Ken Burns and Lynn Novick's The Vietnam War serves as the newest 
documentary mini-series concerning the war in recent memory (at the time of this 
writing, 2017-2018). This study primarily compared the Burns and Novick series with 
Peter Davis' Hearts and Minds (1974) and Emile de Antonio's In the Year of the Pig 
(1968) to observe the evolution of narrative techniques in Vietnam War documentaries 
since its early days to contemporary times. 
From this finding, I observed that the series makes great use of soundtrack in 
order to accentuate the narrative and provide meaning in even moments where there 
would have otherwise been silence, which is something I had not seen in the other two 
films. This technique can be attributed to its diverse playlist of genres including folk, 
country, rock, and soul, to name a few; it includes at least one Vietnamese song. As for 
visuals, the so-called “Ken Burns effect” established in Burns’ previous works does 
appear here but not as frequent in comparison to some of his past works. The 
aforementioned technique is the act of panning and zooming over photographs for 
emphasis on facial expressions and photographic points of interest discussed throughout 
the chapters. It seemed more like a technique made out of necessity with Burns’ The Civil 
War (1990) since that series consists of solely narrative and photographs. One can 
definitely see huge improvements from Burns’ filmmaking style since The Civil War, 
where the entirety of each episode in the nine-part series was a slideshow of photos with 
scattered interviews. In this series, Burns placed his attention more on film footage, 
manipulating and playing around with juxtapositions and superimposition that, in 
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addition to an already meaningful soundtrack, now have an additional layer of 
interpretation open for his audiences. In my opinion, that is where the series’ strength 
lies--in Burns and Novick’s capacity for storytelling, not in how balanced or objective it 
is in its representation of history. 
 
When compared to Resnais’ Nuit et brouillard (Night and Fog, 1956), Burns’ 
insistence on using archival footage with scattered interviews establishes a sense of 
authenticity in depicting the war.  But Resnais’ film has a more experimental type of 
narrative to it than a more traditionally-constructed documentary, while The Vietnam War 
is full of historical retellings of the war from 1858 to present day. Nui et brouillard’s 
narration is a poetry piece written by a survivor of the experiences shown in the film and 
recoils in horror at the darker aspect of a past war. Burns and Novick’s The Vietnam War 
recoils in shame, rather, at one of the most controversial episodes in recent American 
history. But there is a similarity there, as Andrew J. Bacevich of The Nation describes it, 
“[the series] is not about history, but rather storytelling and remembrance.” In that regard, 
Burns and Novick’s series shares this aspect with Resnais as a documentary more 
concerned with the representation of stories surrounding the war, rather than the war 
itself. 
While the series stylistically improves on the storytelling conventions of past 
Vietnam War documentaries, its narrative is reluctant to fully push its boundaries too 
hard. That is, Burns and Novick appear to only take minimal risks for their series to 
maintain their established viewership. 
The narrative disappointingly follows much of the same weary narrative as what 
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audiences already knew from Hearts and Minds (1974), with the exception of a life-
affirming conclusion. One main criticism of the series, as discussed earlier in this study, 
is that Burns and Novick leaned too heavily on an anti-war narrative urging for 
reconciliation, or that they had an imbalanced representation of one perspective. Rory 
Kennedy’s Last Days in Vietnam (2014), also distributed by PBS, had the same issue 
with this, particularly with South Vietnamese portrayal - it represented the South 
Vietnamese as survivors grateful to Americans. Obviously, Kennedy’s documentary took 
some historical liberties, which ended up having glaring omissions from a simplified 
narrative about the war’s final weeks. 
There are certainly scholars who have published works that champion the idea of 
the Vietnam War being justified, such as Sandra Scanlon (“The Pro-War Movement”) 
and Michael Lind (“Vietnam: The Necessary War”). Other studies tackle the concept of 
the Asian “Other,” though this applies more to Hollywood narrative war films and their 
constructions of the Vietnamese, whether as enemies or allies. 
On that note, the series frustratingly appears to omit broadcasts from the 
opposition or from non-English sources to provide more context. What the audience is 
getting throughout the series mostly comes from American sources, leaving out 
possibilities of other unexplored narratives. Certainly, there are documentaries made by 
other nations who were at one point or another on the battlefield: Damien Lay’s The 
Battle of Long Tan (2006), focusing on the Australian and New Zealander soldiers; 
American troops from a French perspective such as Pierre Schoendoerffer’s La Section 
Anderson (The Anderson Platoon, 1966) and Loin du Vietnam (Far from Vietnam, 1967), 
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made by Joris Ivens alongside six other co-directors; and British filmmaker Mickey 
Grant’s The Cu Chi Tunnels (1990) serves as one of the rarer cases of a sympathetic Viet 
Cong documentary. 
Even with these shortcomings, it is hard to fully fault the series for not covering 
every aspect of the war, despite taking a decade to make. The series does move in the 
right direction by offering a window of hope post-war instead of sharing the usual 
downbeat, cynical conclusion of past documentaries, where revisiting the war only seems 
to remind the public of a shameful period of history best forgotten. In another interview 
with Alyssa Rosenburg of The Washington Post, Burns points out the final images of the 
healed landscape and children playing with a grounded military helicopter, proclaiming 
them as “the ultimate triumph” of future generations being able to look back on the war 
without anger, now that enough time has passed. 
There is one more scope this study does not explore which sets it further apart 
from its two predecessors. Burns' discography of Americana-themed documentaries were 
all published under the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) network brand, which is 
Burns' main distributor of his works. What this study does not cover is the series' 
affiliation with its broadcaster, the PBS and how it may have its own influence on the 
matter of what is allowed or omitted in the final presentation. In an interview with John 
Dickerson on CBS’s Face the Nation, Burns and Novick particularly mentions the 
making of the “beneficiaries of openness” (“Transcript: Ken Burns and Lynn Novick” 6) 
as an important step in their series’ making. By offering narratives from both sides of the 
war, the filmmakers do not hope to dispute the war but to offer reconciliation between 
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both sides. During another interview, Burns states to Todd VanDerWerff of Vox 
magazine that “objectivity doesn’t exist” and even insists his approach to be apolitical: 
I know full well that certain sympathies and inclinations, and why we include 
something and why we don't include something, of course reveal biases. They're 
not necessarily political. Politics is so small and superficial. It's just so binary — 
it's just good, bad, red state, blue state. That's all it is. (“Objectivity doesn’t exist, 
except in God” 23) 
 
With that said, the question is then whether or not the tone of the series is reflective of 
Burns and Novick's own objective for The Vietnam War or is a resolution PBS adheres to 
their network brand. In my opinion, Burns and Novick mainly set out to tell individual 
stories with the war as a backdrop. To that extent, their objective of offering a space of 
reconciliation for these individuals is successful, with the series acting as a platform for 
people to start talking to one another about the war in the hope of ushering change 
through the rest of the affected community. 
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